DIANE MULCAHY 


| iia 
EC lg Y 


THE COMPLETE GUIDE TO 


cettine Better Work, TAKING Wore Time Off 
AND FINANCING THE Lite Vou Want! 


Thank you for downloading this 
AMACOM eBook. 


Sign up for our newsletter, AMACOM BookdAlert, and 
receive special offers, access to free samples, and info on 
the latest new releases from AMACOM, the book 
publishing division of American Management 
Association. 


To sign up, visit our website: www.amacombooks.org 


Praise for The Gig Economy 


“The way that work works has changed. Work is no longer where you 
go, it’s what you do. Whether we’re just entering the workforce or 
seasoned pros, this fundamental shift requires a change in how we think. 
The Gig Economy provides a blueprint for thinking, planning and 
succeeding as an independent in this new world of work. It contains 
valuable insight and exercises for those who want to better understand 
how the new ways of working impact them. Combining self-reflection, 
practical financial planning ideas, and immediate steps that can be 
taken today, Diane Mulcahy both inspires and guides readers who are 
navigating the new workforce realities. This book should be on every 
working-age person’s shelf; well-worn, marked-up and referenced over 
and over throughout our new, independent careers.” 

—Billy Cripe, Chief Marketing Officer, Field Nation 


Diane Mulcahy deftly covers the fundamental drivers of the Gig 
Economy, as well as the mindset and behaviors you’ll need to succeed in 
this brave new world of DIY careers. Her research pierces our 
entrenched habits on what has kept us glued to the trappings of full- 
time jobs, and her wit liberates us with strategies for assembling a 
meaningful portfolio of gigs instead, along with a lifestyle that is 
unnerving as it is exciting. Read The Gig Economy to learn how to make 
work work for you.” 

—Danielle Duplin, Co-founder, TEDxBoston 


How we work is changing, and that allows all kinds of people to really 
focus on making a life, and not just a living. The Gig Economy is a 
practical field guide for understanding these changes and navigating 

them with your greatest goals in mind. 
—Dave McLaughlin, General Manager, Eastern US & Canada, We 
Work 
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DISCLAIMERS 


This publication does not provide financial, legal, or tax advice of any 
kind, and AMACOM, Diane Mulcahy, and any of their representatives 
cannot guarantee that the information is accurate, complete, or up-to- 
date. While we made every attempt to include information that is 
current, AMACOM, Diane Mulcahy, and any of their representatives 
make no claims, promises, or guarantees about the accuracy, 
completeness, or adequacy of the information contained herein. Nothing 
in this publication should be used as a substitute for the advice of a 
third party. AMACOM, Diane Mulcahy, and their representatives assume 
no responsibility to any person who relies on information contained 
herein and disclaim all liability in respect to such information. You 
should not act upon information in this publication without seeking 
professional advice. 

The author has made every effort to ensure the accuracy of the 
information within this book was correct at time of publication. The 
author does not assume and hereby disclaims any liability to any party 
for any loss, damage, or disruption caused by errors or omissions, 
whether such errors or omissions result from accident, negligence, or 
any other cause. 

Some names and identifying details have been changed to protect the 
privacy of individuals. 


To Kevin 
for traveling with me 
on the road less traveled 


CONTENTS 


Introduction 


AUNE 


OV 


8. 
9; 
10. 


PART ONE 
Getting Better Work 


. Define Your Success 

. Diversify 

. Create Your Own Security 

. Connect without Networking 


PART TWO 
Taking More Time Off 


. Face Fear by Reducing Risk 
. Take Time Off Between Gigs 
. Be Mindful About Time 


PART THREE 
Financing the Life You Want 
Be Financially Flexible 
Think Access, Not Ownership 
Save for a Traditional Retirement . . . but Don’t Plan on Having One 


The Future Gig Economy 


Acknowledgments 

Notes 

Index 

Free Sample From THE ECONOMY OF YOU By Kimberly Palmer 
About AMACOM 


INTRODUCTION 


Take this job and shove it. 


—JOHNNY PAYCHECK 


Five years ago, I created and started teaching an MBA course on the Gig 
Economy, which was still an emerging trend. The course gained 
immediate traction and was named by Forbes as one of the “Top Ten 
Most Innovative Business School Classes” in the country. Now the Gig 
Economy is a common topic in the media and has become part of the 
election cycle debates, but few people really understand how to navigate 
it to build a thriving, satisfying, and successful work life. This book, like 
my class, fills that information gap. 

If we think of the current world of work as a spectrum, anchored by 
the traditional corporate job and career ladder on one end, and 
unemployment on the other end, then the broad range and variety of 
alternative work in between is the Gig Economy. The Gig Economy 
includes consulting and contractor arrangements, part-time jobs, temp 
assignments, freelancing, self-employment, side gigs, and on-demand 
work through platforms like Upwork and TaskRabbit. 

Many of the topics in this book are based on what I teach, and many 
of the exercises are based on assignments that have helped my students 
succeed in the Gig Economy, and have led them to start new businesses, 
plan time off, restructure their finances, and begin to create lives that 
are more engaging, satisfying, and better aligned with their priorities. 

The Gig Economy is still in the early stages of disrupting how we 
work. Only one generation ago, most workers could expect to be full- 
time employees in secure full-time jobs, working for just one or two 
companies over the course of their careers. The generation retiring now 
built a life anchored around the expectations of a stable and rising 
income, a steady package of corporate benefits, and a corporate- 
financed retirement at the end of work. That predefined climb up the 
corporate ladder is much less available to today’s workers. That’s how 


rapid the transformation has been. In just one generation, the corporate 
gravy train full of plentiful, progressive, benefit-rich, and secure full- 
time jobs has left the station. 

The MBA students I teach today are facing a very different work 
world when they graduate. They don’t expect security from one job. 
Instead, they plan to hold multiple jobs over the course of their careers, 
most likely for the median tenure of just three to five years each.1 Their 
working lives will be made up of a variety of diverse work and work 
experiences. 

They don’t assume steady and increasing income. Wages are 
stagnating, and while working independently can generate higher 
earnings, it can also result in lower compensation.2 Everyone wants to 
be paid well, but factors like flexibility, autonomy, and alignment with 
the mission and meaning of work are important to workers today, and 
many are willing to trade off some amount of economic compensation 
for jobs that offer those benefits. 

They’re also entering a world where workers are increasingly 
dissatisfied with the rigid structure of the traditional employee-in-a-job 
model. A 2014 Gallup poll found that less than one-third of employees 
are engaged and passionate about their jobs.3 In fact, during the past 
decade, the majority of Americans haven’t been satisfied with their 
jobs.4 Surveys of independent workers, in contrast, indicate that they 
are more satisfied with their work, and more engaged.5 They value the 
autonomy, flexibility, and greater control they have by not being a full- 
time employee, and in many cases they earn more.6 The Gig Economy is 
a new way of work that seems to be working. 

These changes have enormous implications about how we think about 
managing our careers and structuring our lives. The traditional arc of 
American life—graduate from college, get a job, get married, buy a 
house, have kids, send kids to college, retire—is still available, but it’s 
more challenging to achieve without the solid foundation of a stable job 
and a steady and increasing income to support it. The Gig Economy 
offers more possibilities to arc our own journey and create our own 
path. As it continues to grow, we can expect the Gig Economy to change 
not only the way we work, but also the way we live. 


How to Succeed in the Gig Economy 


The intention of this book is not simply to educate you about the Gig 
Economy but to guide you through it and provide a toolkit for 
succeeding in it. All of the chapters have practical exercises to help you 


apply the concepts to your own life. The chapters are structured as 
independent modules, so you can read and focus on areas that interest 
you or matter to you most. 

The question this book answers is: How do I successfully navigate the 
Gig Economy? The answers are broken out into 10 rules to succeed in 
the Gig Economy. 


1. Define Your Success 
Discover your personal vision of success, which might look very 
different from the traditional American Dream. 


2. Diversify 


Learn to identify and find gigs to increase your opportunities, improve 
your skills, and expand your network. 


3. Create Your Own Security 


There is no job security. Understand how to create income security, 
an exit strategy, and your own safety net. 


4. Connect Without Networking 


Decide if inbound or outbound connecting works better for you, and 
discover how to make great asks and offers. 


5. Face Fear by Reducing Risk 
Tackle the big fears that are holding you back, break them into 
manageable risks, and develop an action plan to overcome them. 


6. Take Time Off between Gigs 


We can expect to take a lot more time off in the Gig Economy. Here’s 
how to plan for it, and make it meaningful. 


7. Be Mindful About Time 


Reboot your calendar to spend time on what matters. Consider 
whether a Maker or Manager schedule works best for you. 


8. Be Financially Flexible 


Forget the save-your-latte-money approach to money management. 
Restructure your financial life, and increase your financial flexibility 
and security. 


9. Think Access, Not Ownership 


Owning is so Baby Boomer. Access the things you want with less 
debt and more flexibility. Examine the myths of home ownership. 


10. Save for a Traditional Retirement . . . but Don’t Plan on Having One 


Answer the question: When can | stop working? 


Each chapter is dedicated to addressing one of the 10 rules—why it 
exists and how it’s best applied. The book ends with a final chapter 
about The Future Gig Economy and how this new world of work might 
look for the next generation. 


What’s Driving the Growth 
of the Gig Economy? 


There are two simultaneous and persistent trends driving the growth of 
the Gig Economy: full-time jobs are disappearing, and full-time 
employees have become the worker of last choice for many companies. 


Full-Time Jobs Are Disappearing 


The private sector used to create and add jobs to the economy at a rate 
of 2 to 3 percent per year. In 2000, during the dot-com crash, that rate 
fell below 2 percent. In 2008 the rate of job creation fell even further— 
below 1 percent—and has remained at that historically low level 
through 2015.7 

One reason for this decline in job creation is that the engine of job 
growth has sputtered and stalled. It turns out that young businesses— 
not small businesses, as is widely believed—create most new jobs.8 Age 
of the business is what matters, yet the growth of new young businesses 
has fallen by half, from 16 percent of all firms in the 1970s to just 8 
percent in 2011.9 

Even worse, the businesses that do start up are creating fewer jobs. 
Young firms used to create about 3 million jobs per year, but that 
number has fallen to barely over 2 million. The Ewing Marion Kauffman 
Foundation (where I am a senior fellow) refers to this phenomenon as 
the “long-term leak in job creation” in which “businesses have been 
starting in fewer numbers, with fewer employees, growing slower, and, 
therefore, generating increasingly fewer new jobs for the U.S. job 
market.”10 

In addition, companies are eliminating the full-time jobs they do have 
through layoffs, downsizings, and reorganizations. They are also taking 
previous full-time jobs and breaking them down into smaller projects or 
tasks to be automated, outsourced, or contracted out. It’s cheaper, more 


flexible, and more efficient to do so. For example, newspapers have far 
fewer full-time staff jobs but much more freelance writing work 
available. In the Gig Economy, where there once were jobs, there is 
increasingly just work. 


The Full-Time Employee Is the Worker of Last Resort 


Full-time employees are the most expensive and least flexible source of 
labor for companies. The U.S. labor market is structured so that 
companies pay the highest taxes, and offer the most benefits and 
protections for full-time employees, which means that hiring an 
employee can cost 30-40 percent more than equivalent independent 
workers.11 The Department of Labor has made no serious effort to alter 
this dynamic. Instead, it has chosen to preserve the status quo by 
increasing resources to identify companies that misclassify workers as 
contractors instead of employees, a Sisyphean task given the 
government’s unclear, imprecise, and varying definitions of employee 
and contractor. 

Not unexpectedly, the trend of hiring independent contractors instead 
of employees has become persistent and widespread, and it’s growing. 
Companies incur lower labor costs, have more flexibility, and can realize 
greater efficiency when they purchase the labor they need by the 
project, by the task, and by the hour. For example, an employer can fill 
a former full-time marketing manager job with a part-time public 
relations person, a social media contractor, and an outsourced 
copywriter. They can precisely allocate and pay for work only when 
needed. 

That said, the demand for full-time employees hasn’t, and won’t, 
disappear entirely. There will always be a core group of essential 
workers, in-demand talent, and senior management that companies will 
want to hire as full-time employees for various reasons—to secure 
specific talent and skills, fill high-touch, relationship-focused positions, 
or ensure quality or consistency in key areas of their business. Beyond 
that core, as long as our labor policies perpetuate meaningful economic 
differences between contractors and employees, demand for 
independent workers will continue to grow. 


What Does the Gig Economy 
Mean for Employees? 


The impact of the Gig Economy on workers depends on which type of 
worker you are. The Gig Economy is an economy of skills, and skilled 
workers are the winners who take all. Their talents are in demand, so 
they can command high wages and have the most opportunity to 
structure and design their own working lives and craft their own futures. 
They can take advantage of the chance to create a working life that 
incorporates flexibility, autonomy, and meaning. Skilled workers have 
the chance to move from good jobs to great work. 

Middle managers and corporate wage slaves don’t appear to be 
winning. Their skills are less in demand and more likely to be 
automated, contracted, or outsourced. Maybe they’re hanging on to the 
final dangling remnants of the ladder they were climbing or clinging 
anxiously to the full-time corporate job they’ve managed to hold on to 
so far. Their income is stagnating, their benefits are shrinking, and they 
are too slowly coming to terms with the reality that they no longer have 
job security. These workers are surviving in their full-time jobs but 
struggling if they lose them. 

The fate of retail and service workers and others in low-skill jobs 
changes marginally in the Gig Economy, but they continue to be the 
worst off. These workers are already in mostly poorly paid, insecure, 
part-time jobs with limited to no benefits, and no control over their 
schedule. Their wages are stagnating or declining, and their jobs are the 
most at risk of being automated. Zeynep Ton, an adjunct associate 
professor at MIT’s Sloan School of Management, refers to these as “bad 
jobs.”13 These bad jobs won’t go away in the Gig Economy; they are the 
persistent bane of our economy and our society. 

The Gig Economy is not a silver bullet. It won’t eliminate bad jobs 
and poorly paid workers, but what it can do is offer some positive 
change for these low-skill workers. In the Gig Economy, these workers 
have the chance to gain more control and have more flexibility and 
autonomy in their working lives. Uber drivers work under similar 
circumstances that most taxi drivers always have: they are contractors 
with no benefits, no overtime or minimum wage, and no access to 
unemployment insurance. But there are many more people willing to be 
Uber drivers than taxi drivers, in part because they can control when 
and how much they work. Similarly, the economic plight of an on- 
demand worker for a company like TaskRabbit or Postmates is not 
materially different from that of a low-wage hourly worker in a fast food 
restaurant or retail store. They both have low wages and no benefits, but 
workers who wouldn’t dream of applying for a job in a fast food 
restaurant are willing to work on platforms like TaskRabbit or Postmates 
partly because they can do so when and how much they wish. The Gig 
Economy gives low-skill workers the chance to move from bad jobs to 


better work. It’s not a big change, but it’s a change in the right direction. 


Is the Gig Economy Really New? 


If we step back and consider the Gig Economy and its place in the 
history of work, we realize that it’s not really new. There have always 
been contractor and consulting gigs, as well as part-time jobs. What is 
new is the spread of the Gig Economy into middle class and white-collar 
jobs, and into the business model of highly valued, highly visible 
technology startups. 


THE MIDDLE CLASS: Contract and part-time work without benefits 
used to be largely limited to “bad jobs” in fast food, retail, and other 
service companies. Now that contractor work is infiltrating core 
middle-class industries, it’s gaining more attention. An executive 
assistant used to be a good middle-class job. Now we can hire a 
virtual assistant, in the United States, India, or anywhere else, by the 
hour. If we want an accountant or bookkeeper, we can automate most 
of that function on QuickBooks or hire a contractor via Upwork, 
LinkedIn, or FlexJobs. 


Universities already pay teachers by the course as adjunct 
professors, and those part-time, non-tenured faculty members (of 
which I am one) now make up a growing minority of teachers at 
many U.S. colleges and universities. How long will it be before this 
teaching model moves into our public school system? The more the 
Gig Economy demonstrates that white-collar and professional work 
can be restructured, contracted out, and purchased more cheaply, the 
more disruptive it feels. 


TECHNOLOGY COMPANIES: Somehow, when we encounter part-time 
workers with no benefits at the local fast food drive-through or 
contract workers in our local taxi, it’s less newsworthy than when we 
can beckon those same part-time workers and contractors on our 
phones and ask them to deliver stuff to us or drive us somewhere. 
Technology platforms like Uber and TaskRabbit that are built on 
contract labor models and achieve stratospheric valuations are much 
more compelling clickbait than a story about a regular taxi driver or 
someone’s personal assistant. It seems like now that it’s a tech story, 
labor is suddenly interesting. 


The labor issues raised by the Gig Economy are not at all new. Back 


in 1995, the Department of Labor (DoL) deemed our labor market 
incentives perverse. They concluded that our current system encouraged 
employers to structure their workforce with contractors in order to 
realize the significant cost savings by avoiding the hiring of full-time 
employees: 


... current tax, labor and employment law gives employers and 
employees incentives to create contingent relationships, not for 
the sake of flexibility or efficiency but in order to evade their legal 
obligations. The employer will not have to make contributions to 
Social Security, unemployment insurance, workers’ compensation, 
and health insurance, will save the administrative expense of 
withholding, and will be relieved of responsibility to the worker 
under labor and employment laws.”14 


It’s been over two decades since that report, yet our labor policies 
have remained the same... even though they make less and less sense 
in a world where fewer and fewer workers have a full-time job with a 
single employer. The Gig Economy is an economy of work, but our labor 
policies only offer benefits and protections to employees who work in 
traditional jobs. 


How Big Is the Gig Economy? 


It’s hard to know for sure how big the Gig Economy is or precisely how 
quickly it’s growing. Normally, the responsibility for collecting data on 
employment and labor market trends falls to the Bureau of Labor 
Statistics (BLS). The BLS has so far done a poor job attempting to 
quantify the growth in the Gig Economy. Their last survey on contingent 
workers was conducted in 2005.15 

Finally, though, a few recent studies provide early evidence that the 
Gig Economy is significant and growing rapidly. Economists Larry Katz 
from Harvard and Alan Krueger from Princeton conducted detailed 
analyses of tax data and found that:16 


The percentage of Americans engaged in alternative work 
increased by more than 50 percent over the past decade, from 10 
percent in 2005 to 15.8 percent in 2015. 

The share of individuals filing Schedule C tax forms (the form 
used to report self-employment income and losses from 
operating a business or working as a sole proprietor) nearly 


doubled from about 8.5 percent in 1980 to just over 16 percent 
in 2014. 

Their most striking finding was that “all of the net employment 
growth in the U.S. economy from 2005 to 2015 appears to have 
occurred in alternative work arrangements,” not from full-time 
jobs. 


For now, an employee in a full-time job is still the dominant model of 
work but employers are moving away from that model and so are 
workers. There are fewer jobs being created, companies are hiring more 
contractors and part-time workers, employee benefits are declining, and 
many workers prefer to have greater autonomy, flexibility, and choice 
over their work. We still can’t point to an exact figure that represents 
how many workers are currently working in the Gig Economy, but the 
evidence is clear that the number is steadily and rapidly growing. 17 


Stop Looking for a Job 


The Gig Economy is disrupting how we work by transforming our labor 
market of jobs into a labor market of work. It offers both companies and 
workers an alternative to the one-size-fits-all model of a full-time 
employee in a full-time job. 

For workers who are skilled, the Gig Economy provides opportunities 
to turn good jobs into great work. For less-skilled workers in 
traditionally “bad jobs,” it offers the potential to turn those bad jobs into 
better work. By disaggregating work from a job, workers can realize 
levels of autonomy, flexibility, and control that have been traditionally 
unavailable to employees. 

The Gig Economy is also disrupting how we live. Our traditional 
highly leveraged, high-fixed-cost lifestyle won’t work as well in an 
economy of variable work and income. And structuring our lives to 
binge work for 40 years and then retire doesn’t make as much sense 
when we can take more time off along the way and have a more 
balanced mix of work and leisure throughout our lives. 

Succeeding in the Gig Economy requires a new mindset, specific 
skills, and an updated toolkit, all of which we’ll cover in the next ten 
chapters. Succeeding, though, doesn’t mean finding a job. It means 
creating a more aligned, better balanced life, and finding satisfying work 
that helps achieve your vision of professional and personal success. 

So, stop looking for a job, and start creating your Gig Economy life. 


GETTING BETTER 


DEFINE YOUR SUCCESS 


This is the beginning of anything you want... 


—ANONYMOUS 


Our earliest ideas of success come from others. It starts at home with 
what our parents and family think and then continues at school and 
work with what behaviors our teachers and bosses reward. We respond 
to these early influences by internalizing the versions of success we see 
around us. If we let them, these external versions of success can 
overwhelm our own visions, causing us to follow the well-worn path to 
a life that we might not want to live. 

Brenna was leading a typical life of an MBA student. She was in her 
third year working at a Fortune 500 company in a job that made her feel 
trapped. She enrolled in the MBA program even though she preferred 
on-the-job learning to the classroom. And she was living at home with 
her parents in the suburbs, which she found dull, in order to pay down 
her student loans. She was pursuing a path based on external markers of 
success rather than her own vision and goals. 

Brenna was my student, and after finishing my course (which was the 
first in her MBA program), she quit her job, dropped out of the MBA 
program, and moved into the city. When I caught up with her about a 
year later, she was working for a well-funded startup in a challenging 
role that aligned with her long-term interests, she was enjoying the 
convenience and ease of urban living, and she was engaged to be 
married. She still had not re-enrolled in the MBA program and wasn’t 
sure if she ever would. Brenna had stopped living the life others 
expected her to and started following her own interests and desires. She 
created her own vision of her success. 

If we don’t take the time to reflect on what success means to us and 
what our version of it is, we can all too easily fall into living a life based 
on the priorities of others: how much time our boss thinks we should 
spend in the office, what our parents want us to study, and what career 


will impress our friends. If we haven’t taken the time to reflect and be 
intentional about our priorities, we risk making decisions that deviate 
from what we truly want. We end up taking that lucrative job that 
requires a ton of travel when what we really want is time to connect and 
contribute to our family and friends at home. We work too much and 
too long, even though we say we want to prioritize raising our kids, 
training for the marathon, or hanging out with our aging parents. 

To define success for ourselves, we must turn away from the external 
and cultural versions of success around us. Only when we quiet the peer, 
parental, academic, corporate, and social voices telling us what we 
“should” want and what we’re “supposed” to do can we listen for our 
own internal desires and dreams. And only by listening carefully can we 
start to see what our version of success looks like. 

Jessica Fox, a former storyteller at NASA and author of Three Things 
You Need to Know About Rockets, recommends a process that she uses to 
tap into her own thoughts and dreams called “playtime” (she reveals the 
interesting outcomes of this process in her book).1 She describes 
playtime like this: 


There should be a time of day, every day, when you're alone, 
when you put your phone down and, to quote my favorite author, 
Joseph Campbell, “simply experience and bring forth what you 
are and what you might be.”2 How you do that doesn’t matter. 
You can just sit there and stare out a window, you can sketch, or 
you can see what images or words come up, and write them 
down. The point is simply to get in touch with your own thoughts. 
Something within that mire of ideas that comes out will be a seed 
or a germ that’s incredibly important to you, that you wouldn’t 
have had time to listen to unless you did this kind of exercise. Or 
something will come forth that’s been in you but you’re not 
listening to it. Sometimes you'll notice a pattern, something 
coming up over and over again. Pay attention to that. There’s no 
need to create anything out of this, this is a time of creative 
incubation. You just see what happens. 


Try taking some playtime, and then completing the exercise below. 


Define Your Vision of Success 


To see that internal vision, start by asking yourself questions that will help 
you articulate your priorities: 


What does success look like to me? 
What are the values and priorities | want to live? 


What is my definition of a good job, a good career, and, even, a good 
life? 


The answers to these questions will become your guide to the financial, 
professional, and personal decisions you make. 


The New American Dream 


Our American version of success has historically been tied to our vision 
of the American Dream: the house, the car, the 2.3 kids, and the 
leisurely retirement at the end. Yet there’s some evidence that this 
image is changing. MetLife conducted 1,000 interviews for its Study of 
the American Dream and concluded, “Americans are less concerned with 
material issues, and that life’s traditional markers of success—getting 
married, buying a house, having a family, building wealth—do not 
matter as much today. Rather, achieving a sense of personal fulfillment 
is more important toward realizing the American Dream than 
accumulating material wealth.”3 

The Center for a New American Dream survey of nearly 2,000 
Americans reached a similar conclusion.4 Their respondents named 
personal freedom, security, achieving personal potential, and having 
free time to enjoy life as their top answers to the question of what their 
particular version of the American Dream looked like. We’re seeing a 
new version of success taking hold that is more focused on personal 
priorities. It’s less about square feet in our home(s), the car(s) in the 
driveway, and dollar(s) in the bank and more about experiences, 
relationships, and personal fulfillment. 

Research on what leads to a happy and meaningful life suggests that 
modifying the traditional American Dream to focus more internally and 
on personal fulfillment is a step in the right direction. Tim Kasser, a 
professor and the author of The High Price of Materialism, analyzed a 
decade of empirical data on materialism and its effect on our well-being. 
His research shows that focusing our lives on material pursuits breeds 
anxiety, isolation, and alienation. He found that placing a high value on 
material goods is associated with insecurity and lower levels of social 
and empathetic behavior. His research results suggest that organizing a 
life around our intrinsic values is the best way to increase our sense of 
well-being.5 


The emergence of “digital nomads” is one example of this new, less- 
materialistic version of success. Digital nomads use technology to work, 
live, play, and travel when they want, from where they want. Freed 
from commuting, cubicles, the suburbs, and the status quo, they build 
geographically flexible lives around the places they want to be. It’s the 
antithesis of the traditional life centered on an office building, a 
mortgage, and a commute between the two. Unconcerned with what 
“everyone” thinks they “should” do, digital nomads are creating lives 
defined by their own version of success and working according to their 
own rules. 


Harness the Power of Hindsight 


Hindsight is a useful tool for reflecting on our life choices and how we 
might make them differently going forward. The Harvard Study of Adult 
Development, started 75 years ago, has been following a group of 724 
men throughout their lives. The study uses hindsight to help us 
understand what has mattered over the course of its subjects’ lives. Its 
biggest finding was: 


... many of our men, when they were starting out as young adults 
really believed that fame and wealth and high achievement were 
what they needed to go after to have a good life. But over and 
over, over these 75 years, our study has shown that the people 
who fared the best were the people who leaned in to relationships, 
with family, with friends, with community.6 


In the end, money and career success didn’t correlate to greater 
happiness or meaning—only relationships mattered. 

With similar results, hospice nurse Bronnie Ware summarized the 
regrets she heard most frequently from people at the ends of their lives. 
She found that people were most disappointed about their failure to 
prioritize internal priorities over external markers of success: “I wish Pd 
had the courage to live a life that was true to myself, not what others 
expected of me” was the most common regret.7 

If only we had the foresight of our hindsight, we could make better 
decisions. In the absence of that, these three thought experiments 
attempt to harness the power of hindsight to home in on our internal 
vision of success. 


Refine Your Vision of Success 


STEP 1: THE OBITUARY EXERCISE 


The traditional obituary exercise asks you to write down the obituary you 
would like to see written about yourself when you die; it’s meant to be an 
aspirational review of the life you would like to have lived.s The following 
obituary exercise is similar, but it asks you to write two obituaries: one that 
reflects the life you’re leading and one that reflects the life you aspire to 
lead. 


Roz Savage, author of the book Rowing the Atlantic, was a 33-year-old 
management consultant in London when she sat down and wrote the two 
versions of her obituary. She reflects on the impact it had on her life: 


The first was the life that | wanted to have. | thought of the obituaries 
that | enjoyed reading, the people that | admired. . . the people [who] 
really knew how to live. The second version was the obituary that | was 
heading for—a conventional, ordinary life—pleasant and with its 
moments of excitement, but always within the safe confines of 
normality. The difference between the two was startling. Clearly 
something was going to have to change. . . . | needed a project. And so 
| decided to row the Atlantic. 


Roz decided to go live the obituary she wanted to have. She sold her 
house, left her job, and started a new life. She is now an author, speaker, 
and environmental activist and has rowed solo across the Atlantic, Pacific, 
and Indian oceans. 


STEP 2: THE DASH EXERCISE 


This is a twist on the obituary exercise based on the poem “The Dash” by 
Linda Ellis.9 The title refers to the dash between the date that you’re born 
and the date that you die. 


“For it matters not, how much we own, 
the cars... the house... the cash. 
What matters is how we live and love 

and how we spend our dash.” 


Take the challenge of the poem to consider: How do | want to spend my 
dash? 


STEP 3: THE VIRTUES EXERCISE 


David Brooks, in his New York Times article “The Moral Bucket List,” notes 
that American society spends more time teaching and rewarding us to 
develop our resume virtues than our eulogy virtues.i0 “The resume virtues 
are the skills you bring to the marketplace. The eulogy virtues are the ones 


that are talked about at your funeral—whether you were kind, brave, 
honest or faithful. Were you capable of deep love?” For this exercise, 
reflect on: 


What virtues do | spend most time developing in my life and why? 


What eulogy virtues would | like to cultivate? 


Defining our vision of success is not a one-time exercise. It’s one we 
should revisit routinely throughout our lives. We’re usually in our teens 
and early 20s when our first vision of our adult life starts to form. It’s 
then that we start building a life around what success looks like and 
map out a plan for our future: Law school! A 10-year slog to partner at 
the firm! A big house! A family and a dog! Then, 20 years later, we’ve 
made partner, hold the title and the degree, and live in a five-bedroom 
house with our family and the requisite dog but feel dissatisfied, 
unhappy, and unfulfilled. “Is this all there is?” we wonder. We’re in our 
40s and on the verge of a midlife crisis because we’re living with 
decisions we made two decades ago, when we had different values and 
experiences to draw upon. We never stopped along the way to check in, 
reflect, reconsider our choices, and make changes to our vision. 

How do we avoid this trap and, hopefully, the crisis? Richard Shell, a 
professor at the Wharton School of Business at the University of 
Pennsylvania, advocates that we take “pit stops” along the way to 
accomplishing our goals in order to evaluate our priorities and our 
varying definitions of success.11 This means that we need to check in, 
reflect, and recalibrate regularly. We should—both on our own and then 
together with a partner or close friend—stop to reflect and update our 
definition and go back through this chapter to review and respond to 
the list of questions again. Our answers are likely to have changed, and, 
if so, we’ll need to course correct. 

These “pit stops” should be frequent because research shows that we 
are very poor predictors of what our future selves will enjoy, be happy 
about, and find meaningful. Daniel Gilbert, a professor of psychology at 
Harvard University, has found through his research that we are poor 
predictors of how our future selves will feel in any given situation.12 
When we imagine what might make us happy or fulfilled or how we 
might feel in different circumstances, we’re mostly wrong. Gilbert found 
that one of the best ways to figure out what we like, what we enjoy, and 
what makes us happy is to observe and ask others who are already 
doing it. 

This process of observing and asking people who are already in the 
situation we’re contemplating is called surrogation. It sounds incredibly 


simple, but Gilbert’s research shows that just asking other people about 
their experiences doing the thing we want to do improves our ability to 
predict our future experiences by 30 to 60 percent over our own 
reflection, research, and contemplation. The reason surrogation works is 
because we all share a common and broad base of likes, preferences, 
and reactions to events. As Gilbert notes, “Everybody prefers a weekend 
in Paris to being hit over the head with a two-by-four.” 

Surrogation can help us define and refine a vision of success that is 
most likely to be fulfilling. By identifying people who have achieved our 
version of success, we also give ourselves role models and a possible 
path we can follow to achieve our vision. We likely already know or are 
aware of people who we think are successful. Consider who they are and 
what they’ve done that makes them successful in your mind. 


Surrogation and Success 


STEP 1: IDENTIFY SUCCESS 
Who do | know and consider successful? 


Identify and write about five people | consider successful. 
What specifically makes me think of them as successful? 


STEP 2: PRACTICE SURROGATION 


Can | meet with them to ask about their experiences achieving success? 


Success Is Contagious 


While we’re looking in our networks for successful people, it’s a good 
time to also take stock of the people closest to us and who we spend the 
most time with. Nicholas Christakis and James Fowler, professors at 
Harvard, spent significant time mapping the social connections of the 
50-year-long Framingham Heart Study, which has followed more than 
15,000 people over the course of their lives. The study offers evidence 
that behaviors and attitudes spread socially among groups of friends and 
even friends of friends. They called this phenomenon “social contagion” 
and found that smoking, drinking, obesity, happiness, and even 
loneliness appeared to spread socially. They also document how 


creativity, wealth, political views, violent tendencies, and happiness 
spread through social networks.13 The authors concluded that we’re 
influenced not just by the attitudes, feelings, and behaviors of our 
immediate circle of friends but also by people within three degrees of 
separation from us (i.e., our friends’ friends’ friends). 

Jim Rohn, a personal development expert, famously noted that we 
become the average of the five people we spend the most time with.14 
Stop and consider for a moment who your five people are. Do they 
reflect your vision of who you want to become? 

Rohn’s theory also reflects the idea that we’re heavily influenced, 
whether we realize it or not, by the behaviors, thinking, and attitudes of 
the people closest to us. The lesson is, if we want to achieve our vision 
of success, it helps to surround ourselves with people whose priorities 
and vision are aligned with ours (we'll talk more about how to 
intentionally connect with others in chapter 4). We might define our 
version of success, but the people closest to us play an important role in 
helping us achieve it. 


The Timeline of Success 


The time frame we set to realize our goals influences whether we 
achieve our vision of success. We might not be able to start our own 
small business and write our debut novel next year, but we can probably 
accomplish one, or even both, during the next five years. Nigel Marsh 
illustrated this concept best during his popular TED talk “How to Make 
Work-Life Balance Work.”15 He emphasized the importance of selecting 
the right time horizon for evaluating whether we achieve work/life 
balance. He noted that “a day is too short; ‘after I retire’ is too long. 
There’s got to be a middle way.” 

Marsh’s point is that the time frame we pick to accomplish our goals 
can impact whether we achieve them or not. In his example, we might 
not be able to achieve work/life balance on a particular day, but if we 
extend the time frame to a month or to a year, we’re more likely to be 
successful. The same concept applies to achieving our version of success. 

Time horizons can help us better allocate all of our resources—our 
time, energy, attention, and money—to achieve our goals. We have to 
beware of our natural tendency to over-allocate our resources to short- 
term activities that offer immediate rewards instead of to our long-term 
goals and priorities. Clayton Christensen offers the most compelling 
illustration of the consequences of overinvesting in the short term. In his 
Harvard Business Review article “How Will You Measure Your Life?” he 


describes how, more than 30 years after graduation, many of his 
classmates have ended up “unhappy, divorced, and alienated from their 
children” even though none of them set out to do so. Too many of them 
spent too much time on short-term wins in the workplace and not 
enough time investing in the longer-term, harder-to-measure rewards on 
the home front. Christensen asserts that our overinvestment and over- 
allocation of time and energy to short-term goals puts our longer-term 
goals at risk. To overcome this tendency, we need to keep our long-term 
goals “front and center” and consciously allocate our resources to 
them.16 


Why Is It Either/Or? 


Time horizons are also powerful because they can help us avoid false 
dichotomies—choices that look like either/or decisions in the short term 
but are really and decisions within a more generous time frame. For 
example, if Pm a self-employed consultant, I might find myself deciding 
whether I want to either spend the summer off with my kids or work 
during the summer to achieve my financial goals for the year. In the 
short term, the choice is either/or. But if I extend the time horizon and 
plan to spend next summer off at the beach, I can use the year in 
between to save money, take on additional clients to generate more 
revenue, and give advance notice to existing clients that Pll be taking off 
next summer. By allowing myself the additional time to plan and 
execute those three steps, I can do both—spend the summer on the 
beach and achieve my financial targets for the year. We can accomplish 
more of our biggest and most meaningful goals if we give ourselves the 
right amount of time. 

This question of either/or versus and isn’t a concept that applies only 
to time horizons. It’s a framework that is useful to challenge our 
assumption anytime we’re faced with any choice. It forces us to examine 
more closely if any given choice is real or false. Let’s consider the most 
common dichotomy: Should I do what I’m passionate about or what 
makes me money? Rather than operate within this limited choice, why 
not consider doing what you’re passionate about during the day, as your 
primary activity, and take on a side gig that makes you money? Or vice 
versa: Work during the day and find your passion during non-work 
hours. By questioning why it is an either/or decision, we can challenge 
our assumptions and, in many cases, find a better and more satisfying 
and option. 


Adopt an Opportunity Mindset 


Succeeding in the Gig Economy requires us to work in different ways— 
not always as full-time employees—and to think about work differently 
by shifting from an Employee Mindset to an Opportunity Mindset. 


The worker with the Employee Mindset seeks to answer: What job can 
I get? 


The worker with the Opportunity Mindset seeks to answer: What work 
can I do, and what value can I bring? 


A worker with an Employee Mindset wants, or even expects, an 
employer to organize, structure, and present a preconstructed job with a 
ladder to climb, and a predefined version of success at the top: the 
corner office, the title, the big salary. Workers with Employee Mindsets 
largely delegate their sense of security, financial stability, and 
professional development to their employers. They rely on their 
employer to help them realize success and achieve financial security. 
The Employee Mindset is relatively passive in nature and counts on an 
employer to organize and provide a predefined job with prepackaged 
benefits. 

This mindset has persisted in part because companies were once 
willing lifetime stewards of an employee’s career trajectory and financial 
security. Companies used to offer long-term secure jobs, regular 
promotions, raises, and benefit increases tied to seniority. They also 
rewarded workers with guaranteed pensions and healthcare benefits 
during their retirement. It was reasonable to rely on employers because 
they were reliable. Now that companies make no promises or 
guarantees, offer no sense of security, and increasingly avoid hiring full- 
time employees, maintaining the Employee Mindset is unrealistic and 
highly risky. 

A less-risky approach to succeeding in the Gig Economy is to 
transition to the more proactive Opportunity Mindset. Workers with 
Opportunity Mindsets see themselves as active creators, builders, and 
architects of their own career trajectories, not the recipients of them. 
They accept and expect to generate their own customized version of 
security, stability, and identity that is separate from any one company or 
organization. They create their own visions of success and work to 
achieve it. 

An Opportunity-Minded worker actively connects with others, learns 
new skills, and seeks out new experiences. Even when working as full- 


time employees, those with Opportunity Mindsets think more 
strategically about what skills, experiences, networks, references, and 
knowledge their current job can offer to position them for a better 
future. They try to determine what they can achieve and learn in their 
current role that is transferable for their next one. The Opportunity 
Mindset requires more effort than the Employee Mindset but is a much 
less risky one to adopt. 


YOUR DEFINITION OF SUCCESS IS 
THE NEW AMERICAN DREAM 


Greater flexibility in the way that people can work, as a contractor or 
freelancer or in traditional full-time jobs, is increasing our options and 
augmenting our choices about what success looks like and how to 
achieve it, allowing us to dream and creatively build our lives around 
our priorities and values. There are many versions of the new American 
Dream and what success looks like. In the Gig Economy, we are each 
more free to pursue our own. 


As you think about defining your own version of success, consider: 


» How can I better define and refine my own version of success? 


Do I surround myself with people whose vision of success is 
aligned with mine? 


» Have I selected the right time horizon for achieving success? 
» Have I adopted an Opportunity Mindset? 


DIVERSIFY 


You can’t model for the rest of your life, so it is important to diversify 
your career. 


—TYRA BANKS 


Allison trained as a classical opera singer. She majored in voice 
performance and Italian literature in college, but before she even 
graduated, she knew she would not pursue a career in opera. Her 
passion for it had dwindled over the past two years, and she realized her 
passions and abilities were far broader than the world of opera. She 
knew that she had to come up with another plan. After graduation, she 
leveraged a college internship into an entry-level job at the Israeli 
consulate, the first of several jobs she would hold in international 
relations. Today, more than a decade after graduating, Allison has 
combined the talents that led her to opera, the performance, singing, 
and breathing skills she learned during training, and her international 
work experience into a portfolio of three gigs: 


1. Allison is an entrepreneur. She founded and runs her own public 
speaking firm that helps clients around the globe find their voice and 
learn to be better and more confident public speakers. She 
incorporates breathing techniques and tips about being on stage and 
performing into her work with clients. 


2. Allison teaches public speaking and communications as an adjunct 
lecturer at Georgetown’s business school and at the Kennedy School 
of Government at Harvard University. 


3. Allison taught herself to play guitar and is now a folk singer. She has 
recorded two CDs and performs live around the globe. 


What Allison has done is what the Gig Economy requires of us to 


succeed—leverage our existing skills, experience, and interests into a 
diverse portfolio of multiple gigs. Diversification is the new normal of 
the Gig Economy. Diversifying our work reduces our risk, opens up new 
opportunities, expands our networks, and develops our skills. 
Diversifying our interests brings balance and variety to our lives and 
gives us a way to explore our passions, nurture new interests, and satisfy 
our curiosities. Like Allison, we can be the public speaking coach and 
the folk singer. We have the freedom to have multiple identities and the 
chance to focus on both personal and professional goals. 

Management thinker Charles Handy described the idea of a 
diversified portfolio career as “a portfolio of activities—some we do for 
money, some for interest, some for pleasure, some for a cause.”1 
Portfolio workers were individuals who purposefully chose to build a 
diversified life of multiple roles and projects, both paid and unpaid. 
They could accomplish personal and professional goals and achieve a 
balance between money and love, play and work, passion and 
pragmatism. 

Diversifying creates security. Top Chef judge Gail Simmons realized 
the power of diversification when she left her full-time job as the 
director of events at Food & Wine magazine. She had started judging on 
Bravo TV’s reality show Top Chef, and it was taking off. The success of 
the show and the time she spent on it led her to negotiate with the 
magazine to move into a consultant role. This shift allowed her to take 
on new projects that over time would include hosting Top Chef: Just 
Desserts, brand consulting (recipe development, brand ambassadorship, 
and media consulting) for a variety of companies, writing a book, 
teaching, and sitting on the Board of Directors for several nonprofit and 
for-profit organizations in the food space. Gail has also started her own 
production company and her first show, Star Plates, aired on the 
Cooking Channel. Gail believes that in the Gig Economy, “work is about 
the hustle. You have to create your own destiny.” In Gail’s view: “I 
actually have way more security than 95 percent of my friends because 
I’m so diversified. My income comes from ten to twenty places every 
year, so if one thing goes away, I don’t have to worry.” 


Building a Portfolio 
of Gigs 


Diversifying means building a portfolio of different gigs. The most 
common approach to building a portfolio is to start with the gig that 
pays. For many readers, a full-time job or a significant contract 


assignment is the anchor gig of the portfolio. Most jobs are short term 
(median tenure is less than five years for most age groups) and all jobs 
are insecure, so that gig will change over time. Adding other paying gigs 
can increase our sense of security and limit our financial downside by 
providing an income cushion. 

But not every gig in the portfolio has to be, or even should be, one 
that pays. Gigs don’t have to generate income to deliver value. They can 
be projects or volunteer positions that allow us to explore an interest, 
learn a skill, rekindle a passion, cross something off the bucket list, or 
simply participate in an activity that gives us joy. The reasons for 
pursuing any given opportunity vary as much as the opportunities do. 
Almost every gig will help us develop and hone our skills, expand our 
networks, and position us for a future opportunity. Gail Simmons 
majored in anthropology and Spanish in college because those were the 
subjects she enjoyed and was interested in, but, as she says, “I’ve come 
to realize, 20 years later, that food is anthropology. What I’m really 
most interested in is how food is a window into culture. ... And how 
we eat is so indicative of who we are.” Anthropology turned out to 
provide a strong foundation for her interest in food. Of her major in 
Spanish, she points out that she works in the food industry in New York 
City. “What’s the language of the kitchen?” she asks. That’s right: 
Spanish. 

We can’t always tell what gigs, what skills, or what experience will 
matter most to us later or will prepare us for the perfect opportunity. 
The best we can do is follow our interests and curiosities and do our 
best to satisfy both. As you consider how to build your own diverse 
portfolio of gigs, think about including ones that help you do the 
following: 


Gigs to Get Your Foot in the Door 


Many of us dream of doing something with our lives that looks 
completely different from what we’re doing right now, but we’re not 
quite sure how to make the transition to break into a new field. If that’s 
the case, find a gig that offers the opportunity to begin the process of 
meeting, interacting, and forming connections with people in a new 
industry or sector. 

For example, Katherine was working full time at an advertising 
agency, but she constantly found herself sketching the perfect living 
space in her head. Her true passion was interior design, not advertising. 
Katherine had no contacts, network, or experience in the design 
industry, but she had plenty of determination, so she went out and got a 


part-time job working weekends at a high-end furniture store. This gig 
gave her a way to begin establishing connections in the local interior 
design industry. She got to know her colleagues, many of whom were 
well-connected designers, and she met designers who came into the 
store to shop for clients. Just by being around other interior designers, 
Katherine was able to ask questions and start learning the basics of the 
business: how to pitch clients, how much to charge, how to scope and 
manage projects, and what the common mistakes were. After working at 
the store for a while, Katherine was hired by her first client. Less than a 
year later, she left her full-time job and started her own interior design 
firm, which is still going strong. Her part-time job in retail was her foot 
in the door to learning a whole new industry and launching her own 
business. 


Gigs to Experiment 


Having a portfolio of gigs allows us to create low-risk opportunities to 
experiment with new ideas and new opportunities. An experimental gig 
lets us test an opportunity and if we find we don’t like it, we can drop it 
and try something else. By using gigs to create small pilot tests of 
opportunities, we create the option to either continue and invest more if 
it’s successful or stop and move onto something else if it’s not. We limit 
our investments of time, money, and resources yet still obtain valuable 
information and learn about what worked and didn’t, what we liked and 
disliked. 

Jill is a good example of someone who experimented through a side 
gig. Jill was in a fast-paced corporate legal position in New York City. 
After a decade at the same firm, she felt it was time to move on and was 
considering moving from the corporate world to working with startups. 
To explore the entrepreneurial ecosystem, she started by attending a 
Startup Weekend and working alongside a group of entrepreneurs to 
develop and pitch a business idea. She rented a short-term desk in a 
coworking space as a way to meet entrepreneurs. She began acting as a 
probono legal adviser to several startups, which helped her become 
familiar with the legal problems they faced and develop experience 
solving them. 

Jill ultimately decided to return to working for a large company, but 
her experimental work with startups broadened her business and legal 
skills, expanded her network, and gave her more professional career 
options. Jill’s example illustrates that side gigs don’t have to develop 
into full-time positions to be considered successful. Instead, they can 
give us valuable information to make better decisions about our next 


steps. 


Gigs to Learn by Doing 


We can build a portfolio of gigs that gives us opportunities to learn on 
the job, at our own pace, in lower-risk situations. For instance, when I 
first became a part-time adjunct lecturer, I was a nervous and novice 
public speaker. The idea of getting up at a professional conference and 
speaking to a large audience of colleagues was very stressful to me. Yet I 
felt relatively less stressed and safer in front of a group of students, 
teaching a course I created, and talking about a subject I knew well. 
Through my side gig as a lecturer, I practiced speaking every week that I 
taught class, and I was able to experiment with a variety of speaking 
techniques, find my own voice, and request feedback from colleagues 
and students. By the time my day job required me to take on more 
public speaking responsibilities, I was practiced and comfortable enough 
to smoothly transition to that role. My gig as a lecturer gave me the 
chance to learn public speaking by doing it. 


Gigs to Do What You Really Want to Do 


We can build a portfolio of gigs to make sure we do the things we’ve 
always wanted to do and help us avoid the deferred life plan. The 
deferred life plan refers to our tendency to focus first on things we 
“should” do or are expected to do, while deferring the things we really 
want to do until... someday (which may or may not arrive).2 Living 
the deferred life plan is risky. There’s a significant chance that we'll get 
so caught up in the identity and trappings of the life we’re leading (the 
title, the compensation, the position) that we’ll later find it difficult to 
separate ourselves and step away to do the things we want to do. 

We also expose ourselves to the possibility of goal creep. For instance, 
we assure ourselves that we’ll work as a corporate lawyer or investment 
banker until we hit our number (the amount of money we want to 
have), but half a decade later we’re completely caught up in the lifestyle 
and the number we think we need to achieve starts getting higher. The 
constantly moving goalpost of the ever-increasing number means we'll 
never feel satisfied enough to stop what we’re doing and shift to what 
we want to do. A portfolio of gigs can help us avoid deferring our lives 
by giving us a way to pursue the things we really want to do starting 
today. 


Finding Gigs 


Everyone’s portfolio of gigs is different, based on their interests, their 
goals, and what they enjoy. As you think about building your own 
portfolio, try to consider a wide range of potential opportunities that 
accomplish both professional and personal goals: 


Part-time jobs, either in your current industry or, like Katherine, 
in a new field 

Advisory or board positions you take to apply your skills 
differently or to expose yourself to new industries/sectors 

Nonprofit or volunteer work you do out of interest or a sense of 
purpose 

Teaching a class at a university, through an adult education 
organization or online, or teaching a skill like skiing, pottery, 
knitting, or a language 

Starting a small business on the side consulting in your area of 
expertise or selling products (your homemade jewelry, your 
delicious candy bars) or services (your editing help, your college 
coaching assistance) unrelated to your primary work 


Shari has implemented a deliberate approach and strategy to building 
a diverse portfolio of gigs. She likes to think of her portfolio as made up 
of several buckets. She described four specific buckets that she tries to 
fill outside of her day job: 


1. BUCKET #1 holds volunteer board work. Shari chooses companies 
she wants to work with, lending her business-consulting skills free of 
charge, and becomes a part of their decision-making committees. She 
looks for mission-driven organizations that align with issues that are 
important to her. Interestingly, the experience and exposure she 
gained from volunteering as a member of one nonprofit board led to 
a paid position as a board member for a company she wanted to work 
with. 


2. BUCKET #2 is for consulting clients. Shari does short-term projects 
for a few clients. There is a known fee and time commitment 
involved. 


3. BUCKET #3 is the “sweat equity” bucket. Here, Shari parcels out 
who on her list of contacts she has time to advise on their early-stage 
companies. This work is generally unpaid, but Shari enjoys working 


with entrepreneurs and startups and being part of that ecosystem. 


4. BUCKET #4 is reserved for Shari’s personal attempts at starting 
companies. So far she has given one solid effort at her own startup 
and it failed, but that hasn’t kept her from returning to the drawing 
board. 


When she looks back over her career, Shari maintains, her buckets of 
gigs “have been more valuable than anything I have done full-time and 
gotten paid a lot of money to do.” She finds that her personal value is 
greatly augmented through the “skills, network, and exposure” her 
portfolio of gigs gives her. Diversification has helped her create 
opportunities, build skills, expand her networks, and spend time doing 
things she cares about and enjoys. 


Finding Gigs 


Thinking about your own interests and goals, create ideas about what a 
diverse portfolio of gigs looks like for you. 


STEP 1: IDENTIFY YOUR BEST GIG 
Reflect and recall: 
What was my best gig? What about it did | love? 


The best gig could be as far back and as simple as a great summer job you 
had during college, and it doesn’t have to be for money. 


STEP 2: IDENTIFY YOUR IDEAL GIG 
Imagine the answer to: 


What would be my ideal gig? 
Why? 


What are the specific elements that make this my ideal gig? For 
example, is it the opportunity to be creative? To be in charge? To 
work from the beach? To immerse myself in an activity | enjoy? 


STEP 3: DISCOVER POTENTIAL GIGS 
Think about and answer: 


Write out 10 potential gigs that you could do and would want to do. 


Make sure to include some ideas that aren’t money making. 


The reason to write down at least 10 is that most of us can quite easily 
come up with 3 or 5 ideas. Real creativity comes after that, when we 
stretch beyond our immediate networks and comfort zone to find ideas 
outside our box. 


This exercise is best performed by yourself and then with someone 
else—your significant other, a colleague or mentor, or a like-minded 
friend. Other people see us differently than we see ourselves and see 
possibilities for us that we might miss. It’s also powerful to share our 
ideas. We can’t anticipate the ways that others can contribute to moving 
our ideas forward. 


The Risk of Over-Diversification 


One question to consider when building your portfolio of gigs is, how 
much is too much? How many gigs should you have? You want to be 
careful to realize the benefits of diversification but not over-diversify. 
The easiest way to think about diversification concretely is to use a 
simple financial example. If you had a total of $25,000 in savings, you 
wouldn’t invest it all in one company. There are too many reasons, none 
of which you can control or accurately predict, why the company could 
perform poorly, leaving you worse off. Lack of diversification is risky. 

But what happens if you over-diversify the portfolio and invest ten 
dollars each in 2,500 stocks? It turns out that over-diversifying can be 
just as bad; it may constrain your losses, but it also limits your gains. 
Excess diversification eliminates the risk that any one company’s poor 
performance will tank the portfolio but also limits the gain you’ll realize 
from any outperformance. Over-diversified portfolios generate average 
returns that mirror, rather than outperform, the general market because 
the performance of any single stock doesn’t meaningfully impact the 
performance of the whole portfolio. 

We risk over-diversification if we spread ourselves too thin and do 
too much. If we over-diversify, we risk achieving less than we hoped 
and expected. We put ourselves in a low-risk, low-reward situation. We 
underinvest in every activity, which increases our risk of mediocre 
outcomes. 

It’s only worth making the investment in an activity if we can invest 
the right amount of time, energy, and attention to realize a meaningful 
reward. The challenge for each of us is to find the right level of 


diversification for ourselves. 


Can We Diversify and Build Expertise? 


Diversification has connotations of breadth, but it can also be deployed 
for depth. Malcolm Gladwell asserts in his book Outliers that it takes at 
least 10,000 hours of deliberate practice to obtain mastery in a 
cognitively demanding field.3 But we can stretch out our 10,000 hours 
over the course of our lives, achieving mastery later in life. Or we can 
devote any single decade (i.e., our 20s, our 30s) to practice and mastery, 
which leaves many other decades left to dabble, explore, experiment, 
and pursue other interests. If we consider a long enough time horizon, 
we can achieve both mastery and variety. 

Diversification can also provide us with information to help us decide 
where to specialize. This concept is baked into doctor training programs. 
During their internship, physicians rotate through multiple specialties, 
working for a few months at a time on each service, such as internal 
medicine, neurology, and cardiology, before selecting a specialty and 
becoming an expert in one practice area. They diversify in order to 
decide where to specialize. 

We can also become more expert by diversifying how we apply our 
skills and knowledge. For example, I’m a part-time writer. This is my 
third book, and I’ve also written articles, book chapters, and op-ed 
pieces. If I wanted to expand my skills further, I could try my hand at an 
essay or take up blogging. I could work on a short story or perhaps 
experiment with another genre like fiction or mystery. I can deepen my 
expertise as a writer by diversifying the type of writing I do. By 
expanding into different styles and genres of writing, I become more 
expert in the craft. 


DIVERSIFICATION IS 
THE NEW CLIMB UP THE CORPORATE LADDER 


Businesses reduce their risks and maximize their returns by diversifying 
their lines of business and revenues. Investors do the same by 
diversifying their portfolios. Yet when it comes to individuals, we’re 
advised to concentrate: to work for one employer and generate one 
stream of income. This concentration is risky. Diversifying reduces that 
risk, and gives us the chance to develop new skills, expand our 


networks, and increase our future opportunities. 
As you think about diversifying, consider: 


>What are the ways I can build a diverse portfolio of gigs? 
>What kind of gigs would I like to include in my portfolio? 


>What existing skills, networks, and knowledge can I leverage to 
create new gigs? 


CREATE YOUR OWN SECURITY 


Security is mostly a superstition. It does not exist in nature, nor do the 
children of men as a whole experience it. Avoiding danger is no safer 
in the long run than outright exposure. 


Life is either a daring adventure, or nothing. 


—HELEN KELLER 


Michael worked for 30 years at the same company before retiring at 55. 
Over the decades, he worked his way up from his entry-level job to 
management and never considered looking for another job or moving to 
a different company. He never really needed to; over time, there were 
enough opportunities where he was to move up, increase his salary, and 
build a nice nest egg with his company-funded pension. Why go 
elsewhere? 

Kieran is in his 40s. He’s a partner in a small consulting firm and an 
adjunct lecturer at a local university, and does executive coaching on 
the side. Kieran’s career path has been anything but linear. He’s moved 
from consulting, to a Fortune 500 company, to being an entrepreneur 
running his own company, and back to consulting. He never considered 
staying, or planning to stay, at one firm for his career. He’s been able to 
do more, and make more, by changing jobs and moving companies. His 
nest egg, in the form of a 401(k) and IRAs that he funds himself, follow 
him wherever he goes. 

Planning a career like Michael’s is now both risky and unrealistic. 
Jobs aren’t secure, getting ahead is based more on skills and knowledge 
than seniority, and putting every financial egg in one company’s basket 
seems downright reckless. Having a portfolio of work and multiple 
sources of income, like Kieran, provides income security, work security, 
and some measure of financial stability. 


There Is No Job Security 


A job is no longer a viable foundation on which we build our 
professional, personal, or financial lives because jobs are no longer 
stable or secure. Companies are going out of business more frequently 
than ever. The average life of an S&P 500 company was 67 years in the 
1920s, but it is just 15 years today.1 That’s not even long enough to 
have a career. A recent analysis by the Santa Fe Institute of 25,000 
public companies found that the typical half-life of a public company is 
about a decade.2 

The largest blue chip corporations that were once bastions of stability 
are now frequent instigators of layoffs, downsizings, and restructuring of 
their workforces. Firms are bought, are sold, and merge in transactions 
that routinely cull employees to realize cost savings and “synergies.” In 
2015, the rate of corporate layoffs continued to increase and included 
companies such as Microsoft (7,800 workers),3 Proctor & Gamble (6,000 
workers),4 JP Morgan Chase (5,000 workers),5 American Express (4,000 
workers),6 and Target (2,250 workers).7 Walmart and McDonald’s, the 
largest employers in America, both laid off hundreds of corporate jobs.8 
Even high-growth technology companies aren’t immune. Twitter, 
Snapchat, and Groupon all conducted layoffs in 2015.9 These cuts may 
generate returns for shareholders, but they eliminate any sense of job 
security for workers. 

Traditional bastions of stability, like government work, teaching, and 
academia, still exist and offer relatively higher levels of security, but 
even those industries are under pressure. In 2011, one third of all layoffs 
were government positions.10 Contract teachers, adjunct faculty, charter 
schools, and online education are disrupting the formerly steady jobs in 
academia. And the pensions that offered long-term financial security are 
in serious trouble. City and state pension plans that provide retirement 
funding for government workers and teachers are underfunded by more 
than $3 trillion.11 There are increasingly fewer places to get a job if 
your goal is to find an employer that will provide you with any kind of 
job security. 

Many people have trouble accepting the fact that there is no job 
security. Glassdoor, an online employer review site, conducts an 
Employee Confidence Survey every quarter in which it asks employees 
how concerned they are about being laid off in the next six months.12 It 
also asks how concerned the employees are about their coworkers being 
laid off. Every quarter, many more employees—between 10 to 20 
percent more—report being concerned about their coworkers getting laid 
off rather than themselves. This result could mean that the coworkers 


are incompetent slackers and are indeed more likely to be laid off, but it 
more likely suggests that the employees are in denial about their own 
likelihood of being shown the door. The Society for Human Resources 
Management similarly found that the majority (58 percent) of 
employees were not at all concerned about their job security, even 
though one-third (33 percent) of them reported that their company had 
layoffs within the past 12 months.13 

Denial is not an uncommon strategy for dealing with job insecurity. 
We convince ourselves that it can’t happen to us, that we won’t be let 
go, and then fail to prepare for the possibility that our job status could 
change in an instant. A better approach, one that would help us feel 
more secure and less worried, is to assume that it will happen to us and 
take steps to prepare. 


Create Income Security 


Since jobs no longer offer security, we have to create it ourselves. The 
strongest security we can create for ourselves isn’t job security, it’s 
income security. If we feel confident that we can generate the income 
we need to support the lifestyle we want, we’ll feel more secure, 
regardless of our current employment status. Security needs to come 
from our own skills and our own ability to obtain work and deliver 
value. There are a number of ways we can begin to create our own sense 
of security. 


Create Income Security by Building Skills 


The Gig Economy is a skills-based economy. More than degrees, titles, 
and other traditional markers of success, the new labor market is a 
market for the specific, demonstrable skills and abilities we can bring to 
potential employers and clients. We’re also seeing a transition from a 
tenure-based system of employment to a skill-based one. Companies that 
used to reward seniority through promotions, better benefit packages, 
and pensions are now awarding compensation and titles based on an 
employee’s ability to deliver outcomes and impact, not years at their 
desk. 

Although each work experience gives us the chance to improve our 
abilities, knowledge, and expertise, we still have to proactively build our 
skill set independently of our day jobs. Fortunately, it’s never been 
easier (or cheaper!) to acquire and build a set of skills on our own. Our 


many options include: 


mTaking individual courses through platforms like Coursera, EdCast, 
edX, NovoEd, and Udemy.14 


mBuilding work experience and a reputation by using platforms like 
99designs, Hourly Nerd, Topcoder, and Upwork. 


mlmproving social media and content creation skills by starting our own 
blog or Twitter account to share our views, knowledge, and expertise. 


mDeveloping writing skills by self-publishing articles, an ebook or print 
book. 


Practicing speaking skills by taking a Toastmasters class, starting a 
podcast, or making a video on any topic we're interested in or 
knowledgeable about. 


mObtaining our own skills-based certifications: coding certificates, 
chartered financial analyst (CFA), certified financial planner (CFP), or 
actuary, insurance, or real estate licenses. These are just a few 
examples of credentials that can be obtained by passing a test and/or 
taking a course (often online). 


@Fundraising through sites like Kickstarter, making it easier to pursue 
our creative, startup, or nonprofit ventures (Raise enough money and 
you, too, can record your own CD, manufacture that fun new widget, 
or launch a nonprofit to save the world). 


The list goes on, but we can see that with so many low-cost and 
highly convenient options to learn at our keyboards, there’s no longer 
any reason to rely on a company or a job to provide us the opportunity 
to build skills. 


Create Income Security by Building a Pipeline of Opportunities 


Even when we’re fully employed, we still need to be alert for potential 
future opportunities by meeting new people, following work leads we’re 
interested in, looking for interesting projects, and cultivating new gigs. 
Building a pipeline means that we’re always looking and, more 
importantly, marketing ourselves for new jobs, projects, gigs, and 
assignments. Dorie Clark, the author of Reinventing You and an expert on 
personal branding, asserts that it’s no longer just a job search, it’s a 
permanent campaign: 


Many people don’t want to deal with the hassle of a “permanent 
career campaign.” They think it’s too much work to contemplate 
their personal brand, maintain their social media footprint, or 
cultivate relationships when they’re not on the make for a new 
job. Those are the people who will lose. Whether or not you want 
to play the game, it’s happening around you.15 


We are now part of the “hustling class,” always looking for work, 
evaluating and updating our skills and value, and staying aware of 
potential future opportunities. We have to regularly scan the market to 
evaluate what changes are taking place, what skills are needed, and 
what value we can deliver. That way, when it’s time to move on to our 
next job, consulting project, or assignment, we have up-to-date ideas 
about what we want to do next. 


Create Income Security by Creating Multiple Sources of 
Income 


We’ve seen how Kieran both is a partner in a consulting firm and does 
executive coaching. And how Allison runs her own company and is an 
adjunct lecturer. Having multiple sources of income, whether they come 
from working a side gig or leveraging an asset, like renting a spare 
bedroom on Airbnb, gives us a way to lower our financial risk, increase 
our sense of financial security and stability, and insulates us against the 
negative shock of a single event, such as getting laid off. 

It can also be a low-risk way to launch and test a business idea. 
Instead of quitting our job to hang out a shingle, we can start slowly by 
testing the market, iterating what services we offer and what prices we 
charge, and then building revenues and customers on the side. Sharon 
started her own business as a side gig. She was working a day job in 
public relations, but her real love was writing. An author herself, Sharon 
was passionate about helping other writers succeed. She leveraged her 
writing and PR skills and started to run self-publishing workshops and 
discussions on how writers can pitch the media and create the 
awareness they need to sell their books. Attendees at her workshops saw 
the value of investing in someone with Sharon’s expertise and started 
approaching her about running full PR campaigns to publicize their 
books. About two years later, Sharon has left her day job and launched 
her own firm focused entirely on public relations for authors. She sticks 
to the friendly, community approach: offering affordable rates and 
personal coaching for her clients. Her firm is thriving. 


Create Income Security by Keeping Fixed Costs Low 


The variable, changeable nature of work in the Gig Economy doesn’t 
easily support a highly leveraged, high-fixed-cost lifestyle. It’s difficult, 
risky, and stressful to commit to high monthly debt payments or fixed 
overhead costs if you don’t know and can’t rely on the amount of 
income you'll generate every month or every year. We discuss these 
topics in detail in chapter 8, but—sneak preview!—creating a sense of 
income security requires us to rethink how we think about money. 

Income security comes from keeping our fixed costs low and 
manageable so the income needed to cover them is reasonably easy for 
us to earn. When I interviewed independent workers in the Gig 
Economy—from authors and speakers with lucrative consulting gigs to 
freelancing recent graduates with lower levels of income—they all 
emphasized the importance of maintaining a lean financial life that their 
lumpy and variable income could easily cover. Since all jobs are 
insecure, we can never fully rely on maintaining a steady, level flow of 
income throughout our working lives. We have plan for variable 
income, and keep our fixed costs low to weather our changes in 
earnings. 


Enter with an Exit Strategy 


Creating an exit strategy forces us to consider and plan for what’s next. 
It ensures that we won’t be blindsided and caught unprepared by a 
sudden layoff, downsizing, merger, or reorganization. Knowing that we 
have an exit plan in place increases our sense of security and control. 

The crux of the exit strategy concept is to enter any commitment with 
the exit in mind. When we enter any commitment with an exit in mind, 
it lends clarity to our decision-making: We’re less likely to feel trapped, 
and we’re less likely to put ourselves in situations that limit, rather than 
expand, our options. It might seem counterintuitive for those deeply 
embedded in the Employee Mindset, but a good practice is to develop an 
exit strategy to leave your job the minute you’re hired. 

In the investment world, an exit strategy is a common concept to 
consider at the time you’re making an investment. When you buy a 
stock at ten dollars a share, you do so with a plan to sell it, or consider 
selling it, when it reaches a price that gives you the return you’re 
seeking. You buy the investment with the sale price in mind. 

Having an exit strategy is also the norm in the startup world. When 
entrepreneurs are raising money from investors to grow their 


companies, they are asked about their exit strategies: Do they plan to 
sell the company? Take it public? When? Having an exit strategy doesn’t 
mean that the entrepreneur isn’t fully committed to his company, and 
the exit plan can change based on new information, but naming an 
explicit exit strategy at the outset ensures that everyone is working 
toward a common and defined goal and that milestones en route are 
clearly identified and measured. 

Exit strategies can be created for just about everything in our lives. If 
you don’t like your spouse, you can divorce (or consciously uncouple). 
Hate your soul-sucking commute to your toxic job? Sell your house or 
your car. Quit your job. Or do all three. Better yet, put a plan in place to 
do all three a year from now. Exit strategies are best executed with 
planning in advance. 

We have the power at any time to wipe the slate clean and start over. 
Having that option does not minimize or diminish the effort, energy, 
loss, and high costs (emotional and financial) that can come with 
endings, closing of chapters, and transitions to a new phase of life. Exits 
can be painful, hurtful, difficult, and expensive. They can also be 
liberating, freeing, and full of possibilities. Whatever your situation, 
though, it’s important to explicitly acknowledge that exits are possible 
(and inevitable) and to plan for them from the beginning. 


Create an Exit Strategy to Leave Your Job 


The fact that our jobs lack security creates insecurity. We worry and 
stress that we might lose our job and end up unemployed. Instead of 
worrying, it’s more productive to channel that energy into accepting 
that jobs are insecure and preparing to change work regularly. 

Gig Economy workers need to know how to leave jobs well. We are 
not so much married to one company as we are serial monogamists 
(who date on the side!). We can expect to be in sequential short- to 
medium-term relationships with several firms over the course of our 
careers, in addition to our portfolio of gigs. We know to expect change. 
We might as well prepare for it. 

The more practice we have building the skill of leaving jobs and 
moving on, the better at it we are, the more comfortable we are, and the 
less stressful it is. Leaving jobs is similar to moving homes. If we move 
infrequently, it can feel overwhelming and stressful. We feel entrenched 
in our current situation and may not even know where to start. We can’t 
decide if we should keep all of our pairs of shoes or just 20 of them. We 
pack 50 books into a cardboard box and realize we can’t lift it. When we 
move frequently, we learn what to do to make it easier, simpler, and less 


stressful. We learn to travel light and not accumulate too much stuff. We 
understand how to pack, and we learn what steps to take to make sure 
the process goes smoothly. The more we move, the better we are at 
moving, and the less stressful it is. Preparing to change jobs helps us 
whether we leave voluntarily by quitting or involuntarily because we’re 
laid off. 

Almost everyone dreams of quitting their job at some point. There are 
good reasons to quit: because there are no opportunities to advance, the 
learning curve has flattened, compensation or responsibilities have 
stagnated, or we’ve gained enough skills and experience to get a better 
role or better pay by leaving. We might be in the wrong job, at a toxic 
company, or work with a bad boss. There are also bad reasons to quit. 
Quitting impulsively or out of frustration can be harmful—it can burn 
bridges, damage relationships, and leave us worse off than if we had 
stayed. 

The key in any scenario is to learn how to be a good quitter, and the 
way to be a good quitter is to plan ahead. Save as much as you can, be 
on a ‘permanent campaign’ for your next opportunity, and have a good 
exit strategy in place. Treat your employer well by giving ample notice 
and striving to leave on good terms. There’s truth to the saying that 
you’re only as good as your last gig, so positive relationships and strong 
references are worth preserving. We can expect to quit several times 
over the course of our careers. Learn to do it well. 

Layoffs are a much more attractive exit than quitting because getting 
laid off is the only time we get paid to leave a job. Getting laid off from 
a professional job will generally include receiving a package of financial 
benefits to cushion the blow of job loss. Many firms will offer severance 
payments, payouts of unused vacation time, and any prorated bonus, as 
well as the chance to maintain health insurance through COBRA. Laid- 
off employees are also generally eligible to collect unemployment 
insurance for several months (the exact amount of time varies by state). 
These payouts may not equal our prior level of earnings, but they can 
provide a financial cushion while we find a new opportunity or 
accomplish other goals. If we find other work or another job right away, 
the cumulative payouts from a layoff can be an unexpected financial 
windfall. If we are unprepared or living above our means, any layoff or 
interruption in work can be devastating. But if we’re prepared for 
change and if we have an exit strategy, getting laid off can be a positive 
experience and a window of opportunity. 

To prepare to leave your own job, either by quitting or getting laid 
off, complete the following exercise. 


Create an Exit Strategy to Leave Your Job 


STEP 1 


Imagine that you are going to leave your job in six months. Create a list of 
tasks you would need to do to prepare. Make sure to address each of the 
following categories: 


Professional: What would | like to do next? What can | do now to 
start creating my next opportunity? What side gigs help position me 
for my next opportunity? What networking/connecting efforts should | 
start? Who should | contact? 


Financial: How much do | have to save? What opportunities can | 
pursue now to increase my income? What financial changes can | 
make to reduce my expenses, and how soon can | make them? 
What healthcare and other job benefits can | use before leaving? 


Personal: What changes in lifestyle, accommodation, or location 
would | have to make? 


STEP 2 


Review the lists of tasks from Step 1. Start doing them. 


If you know people who have left their jobs and seemed to do it well, 
buy them a coffee and go over this exercise with them. What did they do 
to prepare professionally, financially, and personally for leaving? How 
would they prepare differently the next time? What are their 
recommendations, suggestions, and best practices? 

Changing jobs every few years keeps us competitive. It forces us to 
consistently build new skills, expand our networks, and stay abreast of 
current market demands. Changing jobs can help us make more money. 
Particularly among younger workers in the first decade or so of their 
careers, changing jobs generates high levels of wage growth.16 The 
reason is that once you’re in a company, salary increases are generally 
limited to company norms, even if you’re a high performer, so the best 
way to get the biggest increases in compensation is to change jobs. 


Create an Exit Strategy to Reduce Uncertainty 


When our future seems uncertain, instead of seeing opportunity for 
change, we can fall prey to certain cognitive biases that limit our ability 
to make the most of our situation. Paul Schoemaker, the author of 
Profiting from Uncertainty, identifies two cognitive biases around 


uncertainty that limit us. He refers to them as our “myopic eyes and 
timid souls.”17 

He asserts that we aren’t clearly able to imagine, picture, and dream 
of the potential opportunities that arise from uncertain situations 
because we anchor on current information and overweight information 
that is readily available. We have trouble seeing beyond right now, and 
what is right in front of us. These are our myopic eyes. Spending time 
creating exit strategies helps us overcome this myopia by encouraging us 
to imagine potential future opportunities as part of a deliberate and 
ongoing practice. 

Our souls are timid because we are more sensitive to loss than gain 
and we have a very strong dislike of ambiguity. We prefer the steady job 
over the variable one, even when the rewards are greater in the variable 
one. In more concrete terms, that means that many people would choose 
a lower-paying steady job over more lucrative, but variable, freelance or 
consulting work. A good exit strategy is a defined, concrete plan that 
can lessen our ambiguity and embolden our timid souls. 


Create Your Own Safety Net 


Our labor market is structured so that employers are given tax 
incentives to provide their employees with benefits like health, 
disability, and life insurance and retirement plans. Workers who don’t 
have a traditional full-time job and access to employer-provided benefits 
have to create their own customized and portable benefits package. 
Health insurance and retirement savings accounts are easy to access as 
an independent worker, and it’s possible, but much more expensive, to 
purchase other common benefits in the private market. Many of these 
benefits vary by state, so you should assess your options by researching 
your own state’s policies and offerings and working with a financial 
professional or attorney. 


Healthcare: Accessing health insurance is one of the most important 
benefits to workers. The Affordable Care Act allows individuals to 
buy health and dental insurance through state health exchanges. The 
plans available and the premium prices vary by state. Subsidies to 
purchase health insurance coverage or the option to enroll in 
Medicaid are available if you qualify based on your income. 


Retirement saving plans: This is covered in greater detail in chapter 
10, but individuals can save for retirement by setting up and making 


contributions to retirement savings accounts. In additional to your 
contributions as an individual, you may be able to make an 
employer’s matching contribution if you have set up a separate 
business entity. 


Unemployment protection: Self-employed people and independent 
contractors aren’t required to pay the federal and state 
unemployment taxes, so they aren’t eligible for the unemployment 
benefits those taxes cover. Independent workers “self-insure” for 
unemployment, which just means they pay for it themselves by 
saving and setting aside a financial cushion for slow times. 

It’s worth noting that many independent workers aren’t at risk of 
unemployment in the traditional sense. Prior to the emergence of the 
Gig Economy, losing your job meant going from 100 percent of your 
regular income to 0 percent. If your single employer laid you off, you 
had no job and no income. Now many workers have multiple streams 
of income—a short-term job, a side gig, Airbnb-ing their apartment— 
so if they lose their job, their income might fall to 50 percent of what 
it was, or 30 percent, but it would be rare that it falls to zero. The Gig 
Economy doesn’t end unemployment, but it can mitigate it. 


Paid leave (sick, personal, vacation): Independent workers decide 
when and how much leave to take, depending on their income goals 
and how well their business is going. Time off is not something they 
are given as a benefit, it’s something they plan for and take. For 
example, when I lived in the Midwest, our local ice cream store was 
owned and run by a couple who worked like crazy during the busy 
warm-weather and summer months and then closed up shop every 
year from December through March—four months of annual time off. 
They were able to sustain that work schedule by creating a life that 
they could support on the income they earned only during the eight 
months they were open. 

Similarly, Lauren is an independent consultant. It took her a while 
to figure out exactly the right setup, but after some tweaking she’s 
settled on creating a yearly income goal that covers her expenses. She 
has chosen to set up a life that she can pay for with 10 months of 
income, which gives her a cushion to cover her expenses even when 
business isn’t booming. In general, she sets an income goal that she 
thinks she can meet by October and sets her budget to stay within 
those limits. She usually knows by halfway through the year, in June, 
if she’s on track to meet her income goal. That midyear check-in 
helps her figure out how much time she can take off during the 
summer and over the holidays. If she’s running behind her income 


projections, she limits her time off and scales up her business 
development to try and close the gap during the second half of the 
year. If she’s ahead of her income projections, good luck finding her 
in July and August! 


Disability insurance: Like any insurance, you can purchase disability 
coverage in the private market, although individual policies are 
expensive. It can also be harder to get good coverage if your income 
varies significantly, and policies can vary based on what they cover 
(e.g., whether it considers you disabled when you can’t do any work 
or when you just can’t do your work), so it’s best to talk with an 
insurance or financial professional to make sure you understand the 
details of the policy you buy. The silver lining is that if you purchase 
individual disability insurance and pay premiums with after-tax 
dollars, the benefits you receive are usually tax free. 


Life insurance: Again, as with most insurance, you can purchase life 
insurance on the private market or possibly at a lower price through 
affiliation organizations (alumni organizations, professional 
associations). For readers early in their careers or just out of school, 
life insurance might be a less-important protection. Readers with 
dependents, whether they are aging parents, children, or a disabled 
family member, may want to prioritize continuous coverage. 


Workers’ compensation: Workers’ compensation insurance is available 
if you work for an employer; otherwise, if you’re harmed on the job, 
your only real option is to bring a lawsuit. You can’t buy workers’ 
comp on the private market. If you structure yourself as a business 
and hire any employees, you may (depending on your state and 
business) be required to purchase worker compensation insurance. 


In addition to the traditional corporate benefits package, full-and 
part-time employees receive numerous protections that contractors and 
independent workers don’t. Employees are covered by minimum wage 
and overtime rules, have protections against workplace discrimination, 
harassment, and injury, and are often covered under the Family Medical 
Leave Act. These protections are unavailable to independent workers. 

If we engaged in a thought experiment and designed a benefits and 
protections system for workers today from scratch, we would never 
require workers to have a single employer and traditional job to access 
them. When reviewed in the light of day, our approach to providing 
benefits to workers is hopelessly outdated, inefficient, and collapsing. 
This inflexible system can keep workers locked into jobs they don’t like 


just to access key benefits, and it forces employers to structure their 
workforce around obligations to provide and pay for benefits. The effort 
required to restructure this system for the demands of today’s workforce 
is monumental but necessary. 

In the meantime, we’re already seeing some innovation and new 
options from the private sector to help independent workers create 
customized benefits packages. Peers.org is a startup that helps workers 
organize a la carte benefits packages, including health, vision, and 
dental insurance and retirement benefits. It also promises to help 
workers consolidate benefit contributions from disparate income 
streams. The Freelancers Union, Stride Health, and Honest Dollar are 
other organizations and startups that are creating online platforms and 
solutions to help independent workers access benefits. As the Gig 
Economy continues to disaggregate workers from jobs, we can expect to 
see more demand and more options emerge for purchasing customized 
and portable benefits. 


INCOME SECURITY IS THE NEW JOB SECURITY 


To access the complete package of benefits, rights, and protections, 
workers must have a traditional full-time job. Yet jobs are insecure and 
unstable. That means workers must create their own sense of security 
through their ability to generate income and their own safety net of 
benefits from what’s available in the private market. 


As you think about creating your own security, consider: 


» Have I accepted the reality that there is no job security? 

» How can I create income security? 

Do I have an exit strategy for my current job or work? 

» How strong is my safety net, and how can I make it stronger? 


CONNECT WITHOUT NETWORKING 


The most exhausting thing in life, | have discovered, is being 
insincere. 


—ANNE MORROW LINDBERGH, Gift from the Sea 


Friendly introductions and warm leads are the currency of the Gig 
Economy. We rely on other people to think of us, refer us to potential 
work and projects, mentor us, and connect us to institutions, colleagues, 
and companies that offer us new opportunities. If we want to create any 
movement or change in our lives—such as finding a new job, relocating 
to a new city or neighborhood, or entering a new industry—it’s easiest 
with the help of other people. 

We know to expect constant change in the Gig Economy. Jobs are 
insecure, and variable work is increasingly common. We’re always on 
the lookout for new opportunities, side gigs, and possibilities for work, 
so our networks and connections are essential to our success. It’s 
difficult to rely solely on a compelling résumé or being heard above the 
persistent noise of social media. Were better off cultivating our 
connections and networks of people who know us, like us, and can help 
point us toward good opportunities. 

A good network is both deep and broad. Mark Granovetter, a 
sociologist at Stanford, best described the benefits of both in his seminal 
paper “The Strength of Weak Ties.”1 Our deep connections come from 
what he calls strong ties. They are limited in number and are the people 
we know best and interact with most frequently, like spouses, close 
friends, and current colleagues. Strong ties are important emotionally 
and are essential as the backbone of any fulfilling life. But, according to 
Granovetter, they aren’t a good source of new ideas, perspectives, and 
opportunities because they are composed of people who are too similar 
to us. Our strong ties exist in the same orbit and world as we do, they 
know the same people, and they share too many of our perspectives. 

Having a broad network is important because it introduces the 


benefits of weak ties into our lives. Weak ties are acquaintances, not 
friends. They are the colleague you met a few times working on a 
project together or the neighbor you run into occasionally on the street. 
You know them and have something in common, but you don’t interact 
frequently and aren’t emotionally close. It turns out that weak ties are 
the key to new opportunities. In his research, Granovetter looked at how 
people found new jobs. Less than 20 percent of those new opportunities 
came from strong ties; the remaining 80 percent originated from weak 
ties. For most of us, deep connections to friends and family will come 
naturally. Our weaker ties must be cultivated and maintained. 


Inbound Connecting 


When most of us think about networking, we imagine ourselves in large 
conference rooms with a glass of bad wine and a bunch of strangers 
trying to figure out who we should talk to. A better way to approach 
connecting is to skip those events and apply the digital marketing 
framework of inbound and outbound marketing to connecting.2 
Traditional inbound marketing relies on potential customers being 
“pulled” to the company by interesting and relevant content the 
company creates. Once potential customers arrive, the company 
attempts to convert them to customers. 

Inbound connecting similarly relies on “pulling” people toward us 
through the content we create. There are multiple ways to inbound 
connect: writing articles, blogging, being active on social media, 
speaking at conferences, or hosting events. Through these platforms, 
other people can seek us out, connect with us, and begin a relationship. 
Inbound connecting favors introverts who may prefer fewer in-person 
interactions and appreciate time to think about their positions and views 
before sharing them. 


Inbound Connect Through Writing 


Stop for a moment and reflect on the newsletters, articles, and 
publications you read in your industry. You can probably identify some 
well-known experts simply because you read their articles, newsletter or 
monthly column. In my industry of venture capital (VC), writing has 
become such a popular way to build the brand and reach of individual 
VCs and their firms that there are now hundreds of VC blogs. Data 
company CB Insights has even culled and categorized 89 of the most 
active ones into The Periodic Table of Venture Capital Blogs, as a 


resource to the industry.3 Writing is a powerful way to engage with 
others, start and join conversations, and connect, yet it’s often 
underrated as a networking tool. 

Writing doesn’t need to be daunting. You don’t need to start with a 
book or even an article. It can be as brief and limited as becoming active 
on Twitter, crafting 140-character tweets that engage you in 
conversations, publicize and support the work of others, or present your 
point of view. You can work your way up to more substantive pieces 
like writing articles, starting a newsletter, or blogging. 


The easiest way to begin writing is to follow the three Cs, in order: 


STEP ONE: Curate. The goal of this step is simply to identify and 
start following the people and conversations that you enjoy and 
think are interesting. Look around on social media and in industry 
publications to find the people whose views you think are thought 
provoking and the conversations that you enjoy tracking. Curating 
is an ongoing activity, not a one-time event. 


STEP TWO: Comment. Once you’ve curated interesting people and 
conversations, listen for a while. Observe the topics, how often 
people interact, the tone of the conversations, and who the leaders 
are. When you feel like you understand the topics and tone and 
have something to contribute, join the conversation by 
commenting. Engage with bloggers and journalists by writing 
thoughtful comments on websites, respond to their tweets, and offer 
interesting links to articles. The goal of this step is to enter the 
ecosystem and begin to interact and engage in a thoughtful and 
substantive way. Most writers welcome intelligent remarks, 
questions, and observations about their work and are open to 
engaging with readers who provide them. 


STEP THREE: Create. The final step is to create your own original 
content around the topics and conversations that interest you. What 
perspectives, points of view, or analysis can you contribute to the 
conversations you’ve been following? You can share your content 
through a blog post or Twitter discussions. Social media is the 
easiest place to start, since we can push our own publish button and 
start a digital conversation on any topic with just about anyone. 
Articles can take more work to publish, but their broader reach 
can be worth the additional effort. If you’re a more natural speaker 
than a writer, record every talk you give and then get it transcribed. 
Almost any talk can serve as the rough draft for an article. If you’re 


a natural talker, speaking is an easy way to segue into writing. Once 
you have an article, decide if it makes sense to publish your work 
on a general news site or if you should target industry-specific 
publications. Either way, seek to publish on the _ best-quality 
platform you can. Reach out to editors of your top-choice sites first 
and submit your piece. If your preferred publications aren’t 
interested in publishing your article, work your way down your list 
until you get an acceptance. 


Writing can be an effective way to increase your exposure, raise your 
profile, and generate other opportunities like speaking gigs. By 
establishing yourself as someone with a point of view, a perspective to 
share, and something to say, you become a person that others want to 
connect with. You shift from being the person writing the comments to 
the person receiving them. 


Inbound Connect Through Speaking 


Susan Cain is an introvert. She is the author of Quiet: The Power of 
Introverts in a World that Can’t Stop Talking, and her “bliss” is writing, 
researching, and reading. Yet she is the speaker of one of the most 
popular TED talks, with over 13 million views. How did she do it? As 
she describes it, she overcame her lifelong fear of public speaking 
(which many of us share) by spending a year training and practicing.4 
She calls it her “year of speaking dangerously,” and it involved 
Toastmasters, coaching, and practicing every chance she could. It 
worked. Susan’s story illustrates key steps when starting to speak: Start 
small and practice. 

Let’s hop off the TED stage, though, and return to that earlier image 
of the endless evening of networking in a big conference room. Now 
imagine that you were a speaker at the event, not merely an attendee. 
All of a sudden, the image changes. There you are, holding your glass of 
cheap wine, and other attendees are approaching you and seeking you 
out. No more trolling around trying to decide who to talk to or how to 
break into an existing conversation. The connections come to you. It’s a 
powerful shift. 

Being a speaker at an event also automatically connects you as a peer 
to all the other speakers. Many events even host separate speaker 
dinners or speaker receptions to facilitate those connections. Being a 
speaker is the easiest and most effective way to meet, engage with, and 
connect with all the other speakers at your event. 


The three Cs of writing also apply to speaking: 


STEP ONE: Curate. Like the curation step in writing, the goal is to 
familiarize yourself with your industry speaking events, the regular 
speakers, and popular topics. To do so, attend conferences and 
networking events and get a sense of what the topics are, who is 
speaking, and who is in the audience. Evaluate the skill level of the 
speakers and the range of speaking formats (individual talks, with 
or without PowerPoint, panels, roundtables, interviews, etc.). Get a 
feel for which events would be comfortable speaking venues for 
you. Sometimes it’s easier to envision starting to speak at smaller, 
niche events than at large, industry-wide conferences. 


STEP TWO: Comment. Commenting is a mostly underused 
approach to connecting with speakers. If you enjoyed someone’s 
speech or found what the person said interesting or thought 
provoking, follow up with post-event comments to the speaker in an 
email or on Twitter. Usually after a speaking event there is a crowd 
of people around the speakers, asking questions and exchanging 
business cards. That’s not the time to engage in a substantive 
conversation or expect to make a memorable introduction. Instead, 
use that time to get contact information for the speakers if it’s not 
available in their bios or easily found online. 

Save your substantive follow-up for after the event, when you 
have the speaker’s full attention and you’re not one of the crowd. 
Send a thoughtful email noting the most interesting points you took 
away from the speaker’s comments. It’s been a surprise to me as a 
speaker that surprisingly few audience attendees take the time to 
follow up after an event with substantive comments and a well- 
formulated ask. Be one of those few people. It will get the speaker’s 
attention and most likely get you a response. 


STEP THREE: Create. There are two ways to approach speaking 
gigs. The first is to focus on preparing to be a panelist, which 
requires you to have a clear area of expertise or a well-defined 
position in the industry and a few interesting perspectives or talking 
points that you can share on your subject. The second is to prepare 
to give a complete talk or an individual speech, which means 
building a PowerPoint deck or writing out the story you want to 
tell. If you’re naturally a writer and you’ve already been publishing 
articles and perspectives, it might be easiest to turn an article into a 
talk. The flow and arc of writing and speaking can be similar. 


There are still a few more steps to get your speaking gig. Once you 
have a topic or talking points in mind, assess your speaking skills. Some 
people are natural public speakers and enjoy being on stage. The rest of 
us are like Susan and deal with nerves, stage fright, and a general fear of 
speaking in public. This fear can be conquered with practice. Seek out 
relatively safe opportunities to start speaking. Look for the chance to 
talk in front of small groups you know well or give a short talk at a 
nonprofit you care about. Offer to guest lecture in a local university 
class, or give a small talk about your industry at career services. Start 
wherever feels most comfortable and build your speaking skills from 
there. 

Once you feel confident that your speaking skills are up to snuff, start 
by reaching out to friends and colleagues who speak to let them know 
you’re interested if they hear of any opportunities. Most regular 
speakers are asked to speak at more events than they can possibly 
attend, and it’s helpful to refer the organizer to another speaker. You 
can also reach out directly to the conference or event organizers to 
express interest in being a speaker or panelist. In both cases, identify the 
topics you’d be qualified to discuss and disclose your level of speaking 
experience so you can be referred to the right types of opportunities. 


Inbound Connect Through Hosting 


Similar to speaking, taking on the role of the host or organizer gives you 
more visibility than being an attendee, which makes it easy to connect 
during the event and helps people remember you afterward. It also 
allows you to curate. If you’re organizing and deciding the guest list and 
inviting any speakers, you can identify and connect with people you 
want to meet or get to know better. 

Jayson Gaignard, author of Mastermind Dinners, has laid out a plan for 
how to maximize the potential of organizing your own events.5 Jayson 
started hosting dinners of four to six curated guests. The dinners were 
purposeful and carefully constructed around people he wanted to meet 
and get to know and people who those initial guests referred him to. His 
goal was to build his own network and help connect people. Since 
starting to host the dinners, Jayson has become an evangelist for the 
power of connecting and purposefully networking. He credits the 
dinners and the people he met at them for his professional success. 

Events you host can be large gatherings, small dinners, or even one- 
on-one meetings. Dorie Clark, the author of Stand Out, suggests hosting 
your own small networking event by inviting one or more people to join 
you in a specific activity, such as attending a professional event together 


or taking a lunchtime walk. The key is that the event is on your terms 
and involves an activity that you enjoy and are comfortable with. Rather 
than just meeting for coffee, events like these are more attractive to the 
people you’ve invited because you’ve offered to create and organize an 
experience for them.6 

We might never completely eliminate the big rooms and the bad 
wine, but by inbound connecting through writing, speaking, and 
hosting, we can try to minimize them. 


Outbound Connecting 


Outbound marketing is when a company “pushes” its message to the 
market using all the channels we normally associate with marketing: 
online and traditional advertising, conference sponsorship, sales calls, 
and email blasts. Potential customers are generally involuntary 
recipients of outbound messages, so this method relies on reaching large 
numbers of people and generating a very small hit rate, or response rate. 
We can think about connecting the same way. 

Outbound connecting is traditional networking. It’s when we go to 
conferences and networking events hoping to meet people and “push” 
our message to them. Outbound connecting favors the extrovert who 
enjoys attending these events, meeting new people, and marketing 
themselves to others. If you enjoy outbound connecting, here are some 
more targeted and effective ways to approach it than just attending 
large events. 


Outbound Connect by Joining Curated Groups 


If you want to outbound connect in a more targeted way, start or join a 
curated group. Curated groups are smaller, selective events organized 
around a mutual interest (e.g., a running group or a book club), a shared 
affiliation (e.g., as alumni groups or neighborhood associations), or a 
common network (e.g., invitation-only events where you must be 
nominated by an existing attendee, such as TEDx). Curated groups make 
connecting easier because you start the interaction with a common bond 
or interest, making it more likely that you'll find an authentic way to 
connect to people who are a good fit with your personal or professional 
lives. 


Outbound Connect by Leveraging Technology 


Outbound connecting used to be a numbers game, kind of like dating. 
You put yourself out there, go to networking events and conferences, 
and hope you meet interesting, likable people. It can be a hard slog 
because the “hit rate” of meeting someone relevant at any given event 
can be low. 

Technology is now transforming these events and providing attendees 
with the tools to make quality connections even at large events. Huge 
conferences like South by Southwest (SXSW) are now using apps like 
SXSocial that give attendees the ability to create their own profile, pick 
the best sessions to attend based on their interests, and integrate with 
sites like Facebook to help identify potential connections who are also at 
the event. Large industry conferences are using apps that give 
participants the ability to access the list of attendees and speakers and 
private message attendees in advance to schedule meetings. By the time 
they arrive at the event, attendees can already have a customized 
schedule, a list of meetings, and online introductions to other attendees. 
This technology is helping turn big conferences into targeted, efficient, 
and curated opportunities to connect. 


Outbound Connect by Creating Your Gig Economy Pitch 


Job titles used to be an easy, shorthand way to convey where we were 
in our careers and what our skills and competencies were. Everyone 
understood what a partner at a law firm did or what being VP at a local 
corporation meant. In the Gig Economy, our stories can be more 
complicated, but the goal remains the same: to tell people about 
ourselves in a way that is memorable and likable and helps people 
connect with us. We want to pitch ourselves in a way that is compelling 
and authentic. 

When entrepreneurs are raising money or acquiring customers for 
their startup, they are advised to craft a verbal elevator pitch that 
summarizes their business and value proposition. The name comes from 
the imagined scenario of meeting someone important to your business in 
an elevator. The challenge is to have at the ready a compelling pitch for 
yourself or your business or ideas that can be delivered in its entirety 
during the elevator ride. Like elevator pitches, a personal pitch is a 
compelling statement that conveys your value proposition and skills. 


» Traditional pitch: I’m a VP at an investment bank. 


» Gig Economy pitch: I help companies raise the money they need 
to finance their growth. 


The difference is that the traditional pitch relies on a static title while 
the Gig Economy pitch emphasizes what value you deliver, and to 
whom. The challenge of the Gig Economy pitch is to consolidate and 
summarize your varied work experiences into a single compelling pitch: 


»Bad Gig Economy pitch: Listing all your marketing gigs and 
projects over the past several years. 

mBetter Gig Economy pitch: “I help technology companies 
explain what their product is and the problem it solves so they 
can recruit the right customers, investors, and employees.” 


Designed to be brief, personal pitches give us the chance to connect 
the dots and communicate the common themes in our narrative. 


The Offer and the Ask 


Whether we realize it or not, the basic way we connect with others is 
through offering and asking. We offer our help to someone, and they 
reciprocate by offering theirs when we need it or ask for it. We offer 
support and cheers for their accomplishments, and they offer the same 
for ours. It sounds mechanistic on paper, but it’s not in real life. After 
all, this is how communities have always been built. I offer you a cup of 
sugar when you run out, you give me an egg when I’m short. Eventually, 
over time and transactions, we become good neighbors and then good 
friends. 

Our offers and asks, just like our neighbor example above, can also 
lead to deeper relationships over time. For instance, when I met Jessica, 
her first question when we sat down for coffee was, “What are you 
working on that you’re excited about?” That might not strike you 
immediately as an offer, but it was. She was offering me the chance to 
bypass the usual introductory small talk—what do you do, how long 
have you been there, blah, blah, blah—and move right into an 
authentic, substantive, and more personal conversation. I eagerly 
accepted and we had the first of many fun, interesting, and engaged 
conversations that led to us becoming friends. 

Similarly, when I recently ran into an acquaintance, she asked me if I 
knew anyone on the nominating committee for a local award. When I 
asked why, she said that she knew of a local company that was doing 
great work and she wanted them to get recognized for it. She was 
hoping to find a way to get them nominated for the award. I was 
impressed that she came to me with an ask that wasn’t for herself. It was 


generous and thoughtful, and I remember it. 

These examples are what thoughtful, interesting, and inspiring offers 
and asks look like. They don’t have to be big, require a lot of time or 
effort, or cost anything. They can be authentic and honest and lead to 
genuine personal relationships. That’s how you want to connect. 

We need help from other people to succeed in the Gig Economy, so 
we have to get good at asking for it. We also don’t always want to be on 
the receiving end of help, so we need to learn to make good offers to 
keep our networks balanced and strong. 


The Offer 


Offers can vary tremendously, from important introductions and 
customer or financing leads to smaller overtures like a book 
recommendation, directions to the best coffee shop in a city someone is 
traveling to, or a link to a relevant article or talk. 


What Is a Good Offer? 

A good offer demonstrates that you’ve already thought carefully about 
the recipient’s situation and have spent some time evaluating how you 
could support them. A good offer is one that the recipient finds valuable, 
helpful, and relevant. It’s specific, thoughtful, and meets a need or 
solves a problem of the person receiving it. For example: 


Not a good offer: “Let me know if | can do anything to help.” 

Why this is not a good offer: It is vague, generic, and impersonal and 
shifts the burden to the recipient to define and articulate what she wants 
from you. 

Chances this offer will be valued: Low 

A better offer: “My friend John runs the IT department at Company X. If 
you'd like, l'Il make an introduction so you can introduce your technology 


product and get his feedback.” 


Why this is a good offer: It is thoughtful, clear, targeted, and specific and 
gives a concrete benefit to the recipient. 


Chances this offer will be valued: High 


Particularly early in their careers, some people get stuck on feeling 


that they do not have anything to offer or that they are not an expert in 
anything, but the truth is that everyone has something to offer. Offers of 
intern-like help such as copyediting an article, researching a fact in 
question, surfacing an old speech that has been elusive, or referrals to 
friends that are looking for internships or entry-level positions can all be 
hugely valuable at the right times. You might not be able to create an 
offer for everyone, and certainly not right away, but if the connection is 
important, listen, and over time you’ll find a way to help. 


The Ask 


Your ask is a request to help you to move forward with your current life, 
projects, or work. Maybe your ask is for job leads, recommendations for 
consulting work, or introductions, referrals, information, or expertise. 
Perhaps you need a good vacation recommendation, referrals to a great 
restaurant in a different city, or perspectives on your next step. 


What Is a Good Ask? 


For most of us, it’s easy to come up with specific ideas about what we 
need or want. The challenge lies in formulating a good ask that gets us 
the result we’re seeking. A good ask is specific, thoughtful, targeted, and 
respectful of the demands you are placing on the other person’s time, 
energy, and (if you’re requesting introductions or referrals) political or 
social capital. For example: 


Not a good ask: “Are you free to grab coffee or lunch? I'd love to pick your 
brain.” 


Why this is not a good ask: It is vague, generic, impersonal, and 
requests both an undefined amount of time and effort (to meet somewhere 
other than the individual’s office). 


Chances this ask will be successful: Low 


A better ask: “I just read the series of articles you published on networking. 
I'd love the chance to ask you about your perspective on inbound 
connecting and interview you for an article I’m writing on the topic. Are you 
available sometime in the next three weeks to schedule a 15-minute call to 
discuss?” 


Why this is a good ask: It is thoughtful, clear, targeted, and specific, 
demonstrates research, respects the person’s time, and does not require 


any effort beyond the 15 minutes requested. 


Chances this ask will be successful: High 


A good ask takes time to craft and execute. It requires you to do the 
research and distill what you’re seeking into a clear and specific request. 
The payoff is that a good ask has a much higher chance of being 
successful and will immediately set you apart from the majority of 
people who make bad, vague asks. 


Asking for Introductions and Referrals 


Introductions and referrals are a common ask and the crux of 
connecting. Yet they’re also frequently executed poorly. When you make 
a request for an introduction, you’re asking for the introducer’s time and 
effort and some of her social capital. The right way to ask for an 
introduction is to be respectful of all three. 


1. Respect the Introducer’s Time 


Similar to the ask described above, be sure to make a specific, targeted 
request for an introduction. 


Not a good ask for an introduction: “I’m seeking opportunities at 
Company X and would appreciate an introduction to any contacts you 
have.” 


A better ask for an introduction: “I’m applying for the manager of 
business development role at Company X, and | see from your Linkedin 
network that you’re connected to [John, who works there]. Would you be 
willing to make an introduction?” 


2. Respect the Introducer’s Effort 


The gold standard for making introductions is the “double opt-in,” 
which means that both parties agree in advance to be introduced. This 
requires the introducer to first reach out to the person you’re asking to 
meet to confirm that he’s willing to take the introduction. If so, then the 
connection can be made. 

To facilitate the double opt-in, provide the introducer with a ready- 
to-forward email that describes who you are in one to two sentences, 
includes a link to your LinkedIn profile, and briefly states why you are 
seeking to speak/meet/interact with the person to whom you're being 


introduced. 


3. Respect the Introducer’s Social Capital 


Every time we make an introduction, we put our credibility and brand 
on the line. Too many bad, irrelevant, or off-the-mark introductions will 
cause people in our network to, at best, stop taking our introductions, 
and, at worst, question our judgment. When you ask for an introduction, 
be mindful of the introducer’s personal brand and social capital. This 
means being proactive and responsive in scheduling time to speak or 
meet with the person to whom you’ve been introduced, being focused 
and clear when you do meet, and sending a thank you after you meet. 
It’s also courteous to follow up with introducers to let them know the 
connection actually took place and what came of it. 

In general, people in your network will want to be helpful. Your job 
when creating asks is to be a person worth helping by being judicious, 
thoughtful, and specific about your asks. 


Maintain Your Network 


The final step of connecting is putting a system in place to maintain the 
good network that you spent time and effort building. The easiest way 
to do this is to implement some sort of system that will prompt you to 
connect and track those connections. It could be a simple system of 
adding reminders to your calendar to connect with specific people. Or 
keeping a spreadsheet of relationships you want to nurture or deepen 
and consulting it once a week to track who you’ve contacted. Implement 
any system that reminds you to reach out and continue cultivating your 
connections. 


INBOUND AND OUTBOUND CONNECTING 
IS THE NEW NETWORKING 


Connecting with the right people is critical to succeed in the Gig 
Economy. Other people are our greatest source of ideas, opportunities, 
and referrals. We have to generate our own opportunities and plan to 
change jobs, gigs, and projects frequently in the Gig Economy, so 
finding ways that we feel comfortable connecting with others is essential 
to our success. 


To build connections without networking, consider: 


What ways of Inbound and Outbound Connecting are most 
authentic for me, and what can I do more of? 

» How can I be more thoughtful in the offers and asks that I make 
of others? 

>What system can I put in place to maintain stronger connections 
to the network I already have? 


TAKING 


TIME OFF 


FACE FEAR BY REDUCING RISK 


There is only one thing that makes a dream impossible to achieve: 
the fear of failure. 


—PAULO COELHO, The Alchemist 


Fear can be our biggest and worst enemy. It limits our ability to realize 
our dreams and keeps us trapped in our everyday lives. The fears that 
hold us back are big, emotional, and often disconnected from the 
realities of our actual situation. 

Beth is an example of someone who faced unfounded fears about 
unlikely outcomes when she first considered starting her own business. 
Beth had been working at a medium-sized firm in leadership 
development for a decade. She was successful in her job and had built 
up an excellent portfolio generating revenues for the business and 
delivering results for clients. But when she started seriously flirting with 
the idea of starting her own company, she hesitated. Despite all her 
resources and qualifications, Beth was afraid of failing. Beth is a 
professor and a sharp businessperson. Those who know her would 
characterize her as highly intelligent and powerful. And still, there she 
was, caught up in her fears. As Beth said, “The worst-case scenario is 
that I’m homeless somewhere with no money.” 

Why does fear have such a stranglehold on our lives? Why does it 
hold us back and keep us small even when the opportunity for 
something bigger and better lies right in front of us? One reason is that 
we let our fears fester and grow, unchallenged, in our heads. We don’t 
examine them in the cold light of day and see what they’re made of. 
Another reason is that we are loss averse. We feel the pain of loss much 
more than the pleasure of gain. We pay greater attention to potential 
losses than gains, and we’re inclined to avoid possible setbacks more 
than we are to seek potential wins. 


Facing Fear 


It’s easiest to deconstruct our fears and identify our risks if we see them 
in front of us. Let’s return to the example of Beth and evaluate her fears 
of being homeless with no money. Beth had savings and owned a 
condominium with some equity. At the time, she was single, so her 
expenses were relatively lean. She was a good candidate for a job in her 
field, had a strong network of contacts, and had excellent client 
references. She had an emotionally and financially stable family and a 
group of local friends. 

Beth would have to fall through a lot of safety nets in her life to end 
up homeless with no money. Life can be harsh, and we could probably 
construct a scenario in which it could happen, but it would be a highly 
unlikely one. As Beth noted, for her worst-case scenario to happen, “All 
my family had to be dead. All my friends had to be dead. There were a 
whole of things that had to go wrong all together for that outcome to 
happen.” We all have fears like Beth’s that, on examination, are more 
smoke than fire. 


Face Fear by Starting with the Worst Case 


Our fears are usually big and emotional, and the best way to start facing 
them is to start with the worst-case scenario. Start with what scares you 
the most. 


Fear 


TIl be homeless 
TIl have no money 


Once it is written down on paper, it becomes easier to more 
objectively evaluate it and question: How likely is this to happen? If it’s 
likely, can I live with it? Can I recover from it? Are there actions I can 
take to prevent this scenario from happening? 


Face Fear by Identifying Specific Risks 


Once you’ve named your big, emotional, and vague fears, start to 
identify the specific, concrete risks that would have to manifest for this 
worst-case scenario to come true. What often happens in this phase is 
that you begin to understand the extremely unlikely events that would 


have to occur for your fear to be realized. 


Fear Risk Likelihood 


I'll be homeless. | won't be able to afford to pay Unlikely 
my mortgage. 


If | sell my condo, | won't be able | Highly 
to rent anywhere. unlikely 


If | have no home of my own, Highly 
there is no one I can stay with to unlikely 
get back on my feet. 


l'Il have no money. | | will start my new business and Possible 
have no revenue. 


| won't be able to find any Possible 
clients/customers. 


If my new business fails, | won't Unlikely 
be able to get a job. 


Face Fear by Assessing How to Reduce Your Risk 


The final step is to develop an action plan to reduce the risks that you 
can control. You can decide later whether the risks are large or likely 
enough to warrant taking preventive action, but even having the option 
to take action can help reduce fear. 

The goal of this exercise is to take our big, vague, emotional fears, 
separate out the concrete risks, and develop a plan of action. Beth’s case 
illustrates that her worst-case fears are unlikely given her situation. 
That’s not uncommon, but sometimes our fears are rooted in likely 
outcomes. In those cases, this exercise can be very helpful in identifying 
actions you can take to reduce risks. 

It’s possible that after completing this exercise, you’ve come across 
risks that are too big for your personal risk tolerance, even after you 
attempt to deal with them. In this case, you may want to consider 
modifying or restructuring the thing you want to do so that it’s smaller 
and less risky. For example, maybe after completing this exercise you 
determine that you really aren’t in a good financial position to start your 
own business. If so, can you still move forward with your plan if you 
start building your business on the side? Starting it as a side gig would 
help you increase your income, begin to build a client base, and save 


some money. Or, what if you plan to start your business 12 months from 
now, to give yourself time to improve your financial condition? During 
that year, you’ll have time to plan, refine your model, earn extra 
income, save money, and reduce your expenses before starting your 
business. 

This exercise works with any decision you’re confronting and with 
both personal and professional fears. It’s an effective way to help you 
work through decisions like moving cities, changing jobs, getting 
married, buying a house, and whether or not to go skydiving. 


Fear Risk Likelihood Actions 
I'll be | won't be able to Unlikely Set aside savings, in a separate account, of a fixed number 
homeless. afford to pay my of months of mortgage payments; take on a part-time job or 
mortgage. side gig to increase your income. 
If | sell my condo, | Highly Meet with a realtor and assess the current selling price and 
won't be able to rent unlikely costs of downsizing. 
anywhere. 
If | have no home of Highly Consider subletting the apartment while you move in with 
my own, there is no unlikely friends/parents/a significant other and live for free; consider 
one | can stay with to Airbnb when you travel/are away. 


get back on my feet. 


I'll have no I will start my new Possible Start generating revenue through a side gig; secure an 
money business and have anchor client before you make the leap. 
no revenue. 
| won't be able to Possible Update and connect with your network; have current 
find any clients/ contact info; be ready to ask for referrals once you make the 
customers. leap; evaluate if any former or current clients will follow 
you. 
If my new business Unlikely Stay in touch with recruiters and abreast of changes and 
fails, | won't be able movements in your industry; keep in touch with your 
to get a job. network; give yourself a fixed amount of time to launch 


your business or re-enter the job market. 


Reducing Risk 


The key to facing our fears is breaking them down into their component 
risks. Risks are concrete and specific, and once we’ve identified a risk, 
there are several options for evaluating it and dealing with it. Below are 
six possible options for dealing with risk. As you break down your fears 
into their underlying risks, consider each of the options below: 


Reduce Risk by Mitigating It 


If the risk you’re contemplating seems too high for your personal risk 
tolerance, you might be able to mitigate it. For example, John works full 
time at an accounting firm whose clients are medium-and large-sized 
businesses. If John’s employer goes out of business, John’s income 


would go from 100 percent to 0. John is uncomfortable with that risk, 
so he has developed a side business working with entrepreneurs and 
small businesses, helping them with their bookkeeping, financial 
statements, and taxes (these clients are not competitive with his 
employer). The side gig mitigates his worst-case scenario by giving him 
an income cushion. If he unexpectedly got laid off, his income would go 
from 100 percent to 30 percent, thanks to his existing client base. If he 
had a month or two of notice that he was being terminated, he could 
likely ramp up his side business by actively seeking new clients. He 
might be able to limit his downside to a reduction of 50 percent of his 
income. Having the side business allows John to limit his risk of having 
no income if he gets laid off. 


Reduce Risk by Insuring It 


If there’s an unlikely but terrible outcome that has you worried, see if 
you can insure it. We insure our risks all the time through health, 
disability, and home insurance, but there are many other, less-common 
forms of insurance for specific situations. If you’re afraid of taking that 
once-in-a-lifetime family safari to Africa because you’re worried you'll 
get sick and be unable to get medical care, then look for travel insurance 
that includes medical evacuation. If you’re retiring and planning to sit 
on some corporate boards of directors, make sure they cover you with 
directors and officers (D&O) insurance to protect you against lawsuits 
brought against the company and its directors. If you want to try your 
hand at working and living on a cargo ship but the thought of Somali 
pirates keeps you up at night, some kidnapping and ransom (K&R) 
insurance should calm your fears (and increase your odds of getting out 
alive). 


Reduce Risk by Shifting It 


Sometimes you can reduce your risk by shifting some or all of it onto 
another person or organization. Full-time employees shift the risk of 
income volatility to their employer because employees get paid a fixed 
amount every two weeks regardless of the company’s actual revenues, 
profits, or performance. Of course, in the medium term, the company 
can lay you off or fire you, but in the short term, the risk is higher for 
the company. Small business owners, in contrast, bear this risk 
themselves. 

In the Gig Economy, we’re seeing a big risk shift from companies to 
workers. Companies are hiring fewer full-time employees. Instead, they 


hire more contractors, consultants, and on-demand workers, who each 
take on the risk of volatility in demand for their services and variability 
in their incomes. Ways to shift economic risk back include signing fixed- 
price or fixed-length contracts in which your income is guaranteed so 
long as you fulfill the conditions of the contract, or creating retainer 
relationships with clients, where they pay you a fixed price in advance 
each month, for variable work to be specified. 


Reduce Risk by Eliminating It 


There are some specific situations that allow us to eliminate risks 
entirely. If you’re a contractor or consultant, you can eliminate the risk 
of not getting paid for a project by negotiating a payment schedule in 
which you're paid in advance. Contracts are also useful to eliminate risk. 
If you have an employment contract, you have some comfort that you 
won't be let go without a specified amount of notice and a fixed amount 
of severance that you’ve agreed to and can plan around. Contracts can 
eliminate the risk and uncertainty around identifiable scenarios by 
negotiating the outcomes in advance. 


Reduce Risk by Accepting It 


We regularly accept risk in our lives because most activities involve 
some degree of risk, even if it’s remote. We make reasonable trade-offs 
about the size of the risk and the probability that it will occur compared 
to the rewards we expect from pursuing the activity. How much risk 
we're willing to accept depends on our personal risk tolerance. Heli 
skiers and skydivers are willing to accept relatively higher levels of risk 
for the thrill of pursuing those activities. Most of us are willing to accept 
low levels of risk in our daily lives. We eat out in restaurants, even 
though there’s a chance of food poisoning. We go swimming, even 
though we could drown, and we take buses and trains that have some 
small chance of crashing. 

Be aware that our levels of risk seeking and risk aversion can vary by 
situation. I might enjoy racecar driving but be averse to investing in the 
stock market. I can be both risk seeking in some areas and risk averse in 
others, so the levels of risk I’m willing to accept can vary as well. 


Face Your Fears and 


Reduce Your Risks 


STEP 1: START WITH THE WORST CASE 


Imagine the most negative outcome of the decision you’re most afraid of, 
the extreme consequences, and the most frightening results. Write them 
down. 


STEP 2: IDENTIFY SPECIFIC RISKS 


Identify specific, concrete risks that make up your fears. List as many as 
you can think of. 


STEP 3: ASSESS HOW TO REDUCE YOUR RISK 


Develop an action plan for each risk. Go through each risk and evaluate: 
Can | mitigate it, insure it, shift it, eliminate it, or accept it? Determine the 
risk of taking no action. 


Complete steps 1 through 3 on your own, and then walk through the 
exercise with someone else. It’s most useful to work through the exercise 
with someone who can help you look more objectively at your fears and 
risks. Ideally you would complete this exercise with someone who has 
already been through or experienced the thing that you're 
contemplating, Someone who has been there, done that, will be in the 
best position to draw on her own experiences to help you break down 
your fears and make a plan to reduce your risks. 


Consider the Risk of a Boring Life 


There are risks associated with every action. But equally important to 
consider are the risks of inaction. It’s important to ask ourselves: What is 
the risk of not taking enough risk? What is the risk of living too 
comfortable, too secure, too stable a life? What if we play it too safe and 
fail to grow, fail to thrive, fail to even try to pursue our dreams? Which 
is more frightening to contemplate: the risk of failure or the risk of 
regret? The risk of a loud crash and fall, or the life of quiet desperation? 

Amber Rae is a blogger, artist, and entrepreneur who encourages us 
to take risk, “to invent new careers, act on ideas and create a life that 
drives [us] forward.” She humorously summarizes the risks of a life of 
inaction in a fake book title: Be Mediocre: The Ultimate Guide to Climbing 
the Corporate Ladder, Asking for Permission, and Living a Boring Life.1 
There is such a thing as living a life that is too safe. 


What would you want the book about your life to be titled? 


See Your Blind Spot 


As you work through the previous exercise, it can help to do some 
research and data gathering about the probability and likelihood of 
various risks. Having facts and figures to quantify some of the risks will 
give you the information to accurately assess their probability. That 
information alone could help reduce your fears. For example, Beth 
might have in mind that over 75 percent of small businesses fail, and 
that probability contributes to her fear of starting her own business. But 
if she researched that assumption, she might find that (for example) 90 
percent of restaurants fail after a year and 80 percent of retail 
establishments go out of business but only 30 percent of professional 
services firms fail in the first year. Just having better information can 
help Beth overcome some of her fear. 

We’re not very good at assessing our fears and risks accurately. Our 
assessment of risk is distorted by a series of cognitive biases like 
overconfidence (which researchers implicate in gambling), anchoring 
(we assess gains and losses depending on how they are framed), and loss 
aversion (we hate losses more than we love equivalent gains). These 
cognitive biases can cause us to either overestimate or underestimate 
risk and make (sometimes big) decisions based on our inaccurate 
perception. 

We tend to hold unfounded fears about events and outcomes that are 
unlikely yet seem oblivious to the very real risks in our everyday lives. 
Driving is an excellent example of our inability to accurately assess risk. 
Automobile accidents are the leading cause of death for teenagers and 
one of the top 10 causes of death in the United States. Cars are the third 
most dangerous mode of vehicle transport (behind motorcycles and 
bikes). An average 20- to 30-minute commute by car each way has been 
associated with increased obesity, depression, anxiety, and social 
isolation. Yet few Americans would identify daily driving as one of the 
riskiest activities they pursue, even if the data is clear about the 
dangers. Every day we fearlessly take significant risks. This means that 
we probably have more risk in our lives than we would comfortably 
take on if we could see it clearly. 

Our evaluation of risk is also influenced by emotions and personal 
experiences. Many of my MBA students who watched their parents get 
laid off or downsized after several decades at a company believe that 
working for themselves or starting their own business provides more job 


security and is lower risk than a corporate job. Yet there are just as 
many students who grew up in an entrepreneurial household who 
believe exactly the opposite: that self-employment and startup life is 
risky and financially volatile and that the safe, fiscally conservative 
choice is to get a traditional job. 

When we don’t assess risks accurately, we can end up taking high 
risks (driving our car to the grocery store) for low rewards (food 
shopping). We take on too much risk because we experience too little 
fear. Or, even worse, we miss out on potentially high rewards 
(fulfillment, contentment, happiness, wonderful memories) because we 
mistakenly avoid activities that seem high risk (quitting a bad job, 
taking that family safari, having that third kid). We take on too little 
risk because we have too much fear. In both cases, our inability or 
unwillingness to accurately assess the fears and risks we’re facing causes 
us to make suboptimal, or even inappropriate, decisions. By breaking 
down and analyzing our risks and gathering information, we can be 
more accurate and explicit about which risks are worth taking. 


Learn to Be a Better Risk Taker 


Some risk taking in our lives is necessary, healthy, and required for 
growth. While we should make every effort to avoid destructive risk 
taking—like smoking or driving drunk—positive risk taking is necessary 
to progress in our lives. Moving out of our parents’ house, starting a new 
job, accepting a promotion, making a new friend, learning a new skill, 
or relocating to a different city can all help us grow, gain confidence, 
and open up new opportunities. Positive risks expose us to the 
possibility of failure, but without taking those risks, we won’t grow. 
There are ways we can learn and practice to be better risk takers. 


Take Small Risks 


Take baby steps. Start small. Increase your risk tolerance by taking 
smaller risks first, and then slowly increase to taking larger risks as you 
feel comfortable. If taking a year off seems too risky to you, start with 
just a month off. If you’re afraid to move across country, start by visiting 
for a few weeks or agreeing to spend a month in the West Coast office to 
try it out. In their research on risk, Norris Krueger Jr. and Peter Dickson 
of Ohio State University found that engaging in small doses of risk- 
taking behavior is an effective way to increase our confidence, which, in 
turn, increases our risk taking.2 


Take Safe Risks 


Adopt a framework of taking safe risks that have limited downsides. 
Getting a new haircut is an example of a safe risk because the downside 
is limited to looking a little less fabulous during the time it takes your 
hair to grow back. In the Gig Economy, part-time side gigs can offer a 
way to take a safe risk. If quitting your job and working for yourself 
seems too risky, a part-time side gig offers the potential to learn more 
about the opportunity before you commit fully and test if you can 
generate revenue and get customers. If it doesn’t work out or you hate 
it, you lose the time, energy, and cash you allocated to invest in the gig, 
but you’ve avoided the bigger loss of your job. 


Expect and Prepare to Fail 


Researchers at New York University found that giving ourselves 
permission to fail can make us better risk takers.3 Participants in their 
study were told to pretend that the gambling task they were given was 
something they performed every day and that losses were not only 
acceptable but to be expected. Those participants outperformed their 
peers who weren’t given those instructions. The students that were given 
permission to fail took smart risks, and they worried less when they 
were told to expect losses. The researchers concluded that good risk 
taking can be taught by helping students to build up a tolerance for risk. 

We can see this effect in the entrepreneurial ecosystem or in places 
with high levels of entrepreneurial activity and a risk-taking culture, like 
San Francisco and Boston. When failure is expected and culturally 
accepted, people become more comfortable, more frequent, and better 
risk takers. 


Plan for the Best-Case Scenario 


Sometimes we spend so much time focused on the downside (our fear 
rearing its ugly head) that we don’t spend enough time contemplating 
the upside. Of course it’s prudent to have a financial cushion and a plan 
if your new business fails. But what if it wildly succeeds? Are you 
prepared for that? Do you have a short list of the team members you’d 
like to hire, the financing you’d need to get, the high-profile customers 
you’d target? 

Once you’ve gone through this fear and risk exercise and made your 
action plan, turn your attention to how you'll handle success. What’s 


your best-case scenario? How likely is it to happen? What factors could 
cause it to happen? How would you need to react in the short and 
medium term? What resources would you need? Spend time imagining 
your success. Hopefully that’s the action plan you'll need. 


FACING FEAR AND REDUCING RISK IS 
THE NEW COMFORT ZONE 


The Gig Economy offers plenty of opportunity and potential rewards but 
also higher risks. There is more job insecurity, income variability, and 
change in the Gig Economy. 


To make sure that we don’t let fear keep us from pursuing a career or 
life that could bring us the highest rewards, consider: 


>What are my fears and the worst-case scenarios I worry about? 


Have I identified, evaluated, and developed an action plan to 
reduce the risks associated with my fears? 


» How can I practice and learn to be a better risk taker? 
» Have I planned for the best-case scenario? 


TAKE TIME OFF BETWEEN GIGS 


| had never been happy with the bourgeois virtues of marriage, 
stability, and work above pleasure. | was too curious and adventurous 
not to chafe under those restrictions. 


— ERICA JONG, Fear of Flying 


My fiancé (now husband) and I were boarding a plane to Tokyo, the first 
stop on our round-the-world ticket. We had quit our corporate jobs, sold 
our car, and ended the lease on our apartment. We stuffed our two big 
backpacks and left our few remaining possessions stored in the garage of 
my childhood home. We were taking a year off to travel around the 
world, a dream we had been talking about since we met in college and 
had been planning for nearly a year. Our itinerary included four months 
in Asia, some time in Africa, and almost two months in Australia—all 
places that are hard to visit during a standard corporate two-week 
vacation. 

Colleagues and friends reacted to the news of our trip with mixed 
emotions that ranged from enthusiasm and support, to envy, to 
warnings that we were foolish to quit our good jobs and damage our 
careers. We listened, but we were committed to our plan and convinced 
that we didn’t want to wait until “someday . . .” to travel. We wanted to 
go when we were young, fit, and still willing to backpack. Being in the 
honeymoon phase of our relationship was also a plus. So we went ahead 
and had an incredible year of travel, learning, experiences, and time 
together. Looking back, I consider that year one of my biggest and most 
meaningful accomplishments. 

The Gig Economy requires us to think about time off differently. 
Instead of being granted two to three weeks of annual paid vacation 
from our job, we can expect to have more frequent and regular periods 
of time off throughout our working lives as a result of normal lulls 
between gigs and between jobs. We also have more freedom and 
flexibility to take more time off because we exert greater control over 


where, when, and how much we work. 
The question to answer is: What do I want to do with that time? 


Developing Ideas for Time Off 


The chance to take more time off presents us with enormous 
opportunities to live a more varied, interesting, and balanced life. 
Instead of squeezing our personal goals and dreams into a two-week 
vacation each year, we can take time between gigs and between jobs to 
pursue them. In the Gig Economy, it’s easier to take more time off more 
frequently. We can plan ahead to be “job free” and pursue other life 
goals, such as writing that novel, traveling, spending time with our 
children or aging parents, volunteering, or whatever else is on our 
bucket list. If we use it intentionally, time off between gigs can be some 
of the most satisfying and meaningful in our lives. 

During my interviews for this book, I asked people both in the Gig 
Economy and in traditional corporate jobs how they would most want to 
spend time between gigs. Several common themes emerged. These broad 
themes can be a starting point to spark your own ideas and specific 
plans for the next time you’re between gigs. 


Travel: Travel tops the list of responses every time. Sometimes it’s travel 
for travel’s sake: taking a vacation, visiting a particular country or 
part of the world, or taking that backpacking trip that never 
happened in college. It’s equally often about travel with a purpose: 
visiting the town in Italy where the family is from, going on a trip 
with dad to see every baseball stadium, spending a few weeks with 
grandparents, or visiting college friends who are spread out across the 
country. 


Pursue an interest or passion: The second most popular response is to 
spend more time pursuing activities and interests, such as improving 
a golf game, training for a marathon or triathlon, or even just 
creating a routine to exercise regularly. Others want to devote time to 
a favorite hobby, like gardening, reading, painting, or photography. 
Many people I interviewed would use the time to pursue an activity 
or passion, but with a specific goal in mind: to learn a new language, 
become a certified yoga teacher, get qualified to teach English as a 
second language, or become a better cook. 


Volunteer: Giving back was a common desire, but the ways to do so 


varied tremendously: join a political campaign, build houses for 
Habitat for Humanity, help provide free healthcare through Remote 
Area Medical, maintain the Appalachian trail, help on an organic 
farm, or donate time to a charity.1 There are so many opportunities 
to volunteer that it’s easy to identify one that overlaps with almost 
any area of interest. 


Complete personal projects: This category includes things like 
completing all those projects we’ve been meaning to start: organizing 
our photos, cleaning out the garage, putting our finances in order, or 
experiencing The Life-Changing Magic of Tidying Up.2 Or maybe your 
personal project is taking some personal time: spiritual activities such 
as meditation or yoga retreats or whatever else nourishes, calms, and 
rejuvenates you. 


We want to be intentional about our time off and, like Goldilocks, 
structure it just the right amount—not too much and not too little. If we 
overstructure, it can limit the free time and space we need to rejuvenate 
and we can lose the spontaneity and serendipity that leads us to new 
adventures. But if we understructure, we might never get off the couch. 
Consider what works for you, and pick the amount of structure that is 
just right. 

It can take some practice to get used to intentionally structuring time 
off. It’s not a skill that full-time employees have needed to develop, so it 
can take a few tries to get both good and comfortable at it. Having a list 
of ideas at the ready helps. It keeps us from falling into the trap of 
wasting or frittering away time off that we could use more intentionally 
to realize our dreams, advance our goals, and honor our priorities. 


Taking a Year Off 


Everyone has a different list of priorities and goals or long-held dreams that 
they want to realize. The key to taking more time off is to expect it, plan for 
it, and have a pipeline of ideas about what you want to do with it. The 
purpose of this exercise is to encourage you to dream big about what you 
would do with more time off, without the normal constraints of time and 
money. It’s designed to help you move away from a resource-based 
conversation and create a wide, unconstrained mental space to explore 
and imagine possibilities. 


OPTION 1: IMAGINE A YEAR OFF 


Imagine if next year you were given one year off and one year’s salary. 
Write down your answers to the following question: What would | do with 
that time and those resources? 


Sometimes it can be hard to imagine structuring that much free time, 
particularly if you’ve been an employee for a while and aren’t used to 
having control over your time. If that’s the case for you, start with option 2, 
which is a smaller version of the previous exercise. 


OPTION 2: IMAGINE A SUMMER OFF 


Imagine if next year you were given three months off and one quarter (25 
percent) of your salary. Write down your answers to the following question: 
What would | do with that time and those resources? 


The idea of this exercise is to start exploring and listing ideas that can be 
implemented during shorter periods of time off. We don’t have to take off a 
lot of time for it to be significant. Even short periods of time, if planned for, 
can be meaningful. 


This exercise is most effective if you complete it first by yourself and 
then discuss and brainstorm your answers with a like-minded significant 
other, family member, or close friend. That person might contribute 
other interesting ideas you hadn’t considered or be so inspired that he or 
she offers to join you! 

It’s easiest and most effective to always be planning for time off and 
make this exercise an ongoing one. Keep a running list of ideas, big and 
small, that you’d like to pursue in your additional time. These ideas 
don’t have to cost anything or involve grand plans. In fact, make it a 
point to include ideas that would fit into a few days or a week of an 
unexpected work gap: ideas like taking grandma to lunch for the 
afternoon or to the beach for a day, offering to take mom’s car for an oil 
change while she’s at work, sitting on the couch and reading a book for 
a day, or taking a weekend to watch the Harry Potter series from 
beginning to end. 

If you create a place to note ideas when you think of them, you'll 
always have a list ready when an unexpected window of time opens. I 
keep Stickies (digital Post-it notes) on my desktop and have one called 
“Time Off” that I use to note ideas about projects and possibilities rd 
like to pursue when I next have time between gigs. A friend of mine 
carries around a small notebook and jots down lists of books he wants to 
read, concepts for personal projects, and business ideas he wants to 
spend time exploring. The exact method doesn’t matter. It’s the process 
of tracking our interests, ideas, and dreams that’s important. Once you 


have identified and written down your own ideas and dreams, you can 
plan—even if it’s one, two, or five years ahead—to do the things you 
most want to do. 


Financing Time Off 


Ask anyone why they don’t take more time off, and the most common 
response will be that they don’t have the money to do so. This is a valid 
concern and in some cases an insurmountable obstacle. But often it’s 
simply an excuse that keeps us nestled deep inside in our comfort zone. 
With planning, and a willingness to make trade-offs, most of us can 
finance some version of our vision of time off. A year flying around on a 
culinary tour of Europe next month might be out of reach, but a month 
with a Eurorail pass and a backpack a year from now could be possible. 
Creativity, planning, and time can go a long way to making our visions a 
reality. 

Chapter 8 covers financial issues in the Gig Economy in more detail, 
but following are some ideas that are specific to financing time off 
between gigs. 


Get laid off: Getting laid off from a full-time professional job almost 
always involves a lump-sum payout of some kind from severance, 
unused vacation, or a prorated bonus. It also usually means you 
qualify for unemployment. Allocate some (not all!) of your severance 
cash to finance taking time off before you start your next gig. 


Negotiate start and end dates: The least-stressful way to start taking 
time off is when you have your next gig lined up and you know when 
your next paycheck is arriving. It’s a low-cost and low-risk way to get 
comfortable taking blocks of time off. 

Jason is a good example of someone who started taking time off by 
negotiating his start date. He was getting ready to leave his full-time 
job in June and move himself and his family to another city for his 
new job. He was finishing work at his old firm on Friday and 
intended to start his new job on Monday. We happened to talk before 
that plan was finalized, and I encouraged him to negotiate a much 
later September start date. A start date after Labor Day would give 
him the summer off with his three kids and time to relocate and settle 
into his new city. He admitted he hadn’t thought of, let along 
considered, that option but liked the idea. As he and his new 
employer finalized the details of his new role, Jason put out the idea 


of a fall start date. Starting in September meant that he would miss a 
key senior leadership retreat, which his new boss wanted him to 
attend, so they agreed on a mid-August start date instead. Just by 
asking, Jason secured two months of time off, from mid-June until 
mid-August. He was able to spend the summer with his family and 
help get everyone settled in their new home and new city before he 
started his new job. The best part was that it was a very relaxing 
period of time off because he knew the exact date he’d start getting 
paid again. 


Pick a longer time horizon: If taking time off right now is 
unaffordable, try extending the time horizon to plan to take time off 
in a year or two years. With planning, we have time to work more 
and/or spend less to save for what we most want to do. 


Practice taking small amounts of time off: The time off we take 
doesn’t have to be long and expensive to be meaningful. Start by 
practicing the habit of taking small periods of time off that don’t 
require significant financial resources. Begin by planning for and 
taking just a week or two in between gigs or building in a few days at 
the end of each consulting project. Try using the time in different 
ways—volunteering, catching up with friends or family, or relaxing 
and rejuvenating—and see what feels good. Use these small and 
inexpensive blocks of time to experiment. 


Go away: Consider taking time off in a lower-cost location. Spending 
the summer living in Asia and working on your novel could be much 
cheaper than writing it in Paris or New York City. A month of 
volunteering in Iowa or Appalachia will be cheaper than working for 
a nonprofit organization in San Francisco. Home swapping, renting, 
or Airbnb-ing your home can help reduce your accommodation costs 
even further. Depending on the costs of getting to and from another 
location, heading to a cheaper part of the country or the world can 
meaningfully cut the costs of time off. 


What Will the Neighbors 
(and Your Friends and Family) Think? 


The Gig Economy is not a brand new phenomenon, but it’s still new to 
many people. Your parents or grandparents, your boss, or the person 
interviewing you at a large corporation may not fully understand or 


grasp the changeable nature of work in the Gig Economy. They may be 
entrenched in an Employee Mindset that makes it hard to follow and 
understand your decision to take time off. They might not understand 
what you’re doing or why, and they could be concerned about your 
financial and professional progress. 

When we take time off, we need a story to tell our family, friends, 
and colleagues that explains what we’re doing and places it in the 
context of our goals and priorities. We want a coherent and compelling 
narrative that helps them understand why we're taking time off. We 
want to make sure that we don’t appear undirected, or slacking off, 
because we’re taking some time away from working. Our goal is to make 
it easy for our friends and family to support us by communicating what 
we're doing and why. 

There will always be at least some people who begrudge our 
willingness and ability to take time off. When we pursue an alternative 
path, it can be hugely threatening to people who have chosen a more 
traditional course by default. We can end up being on the receiving end 
of someone else’s envy, jealousy, and resentment. The most we can do 
for this audience is explain the intentional planning, the focus on our 
priorities, and the trade-offs we made to be able to take time off and 
encourage them to do the same if it’s something they’d actually like to 
do. 

We must also be sensitive when we deal with older generations of 
parents and grandparents or older colleagues, as they can still be very 
rooted in an Employee Mindset where time off consists of receiving two 
weeks of annual vacation. We have to help them realize that we’re not 
“given” annual vacation if we’re not currently working a full-time job. 
We now have to plan for and “take” our own time. Our goal is to help 
them understand the value of how we're using our time and how it 
aligns with our life goals and personal priorities. 

It can help us tell our own story if we refer to the stories of others. 
Successful role models can serve as examples of how time off can be a 
useful, productive, and rejuvenating break. Stefan Sagmeister is a 
designer who runs his own studio in New York City. In his popular TED 
talk The Power of Time Off, he advocates his approach of taking regular 
intervals of time off during his working life.3 He presents a tantalizing 
suggestion: 


We spend about 25 years of our lives learning. Then there is about 
40 years that’s really reserved for working. And then, tacked on at 
the end of it, are about 15 years of retirement. And I thought it 
might be helpful to basically cut off five of those retirement years 
and intersperse them in between those working years. 


Every seven years, Stefan takes a one-year sabbatical and closes his 
studio during that time. He has found that his time off is successful both 
creatively and financially; the work he produces after his sabbatical is 
higher quality, and he is able to charge more for it. 

Anne-Marie Slaughter, author, professor at Princeton University, and 
president and CEO of the think tank New America, coined the term 
“investment interval” to describe the time off she took to spend 10 
months living abroad with her family. 


My husband and I took a sabbatical in Shanghai, from August 
2007 to May 2008, right in the thick of an election year when 
many of my friends were advising various candidates on foreign- 
policy issues. We thought of the move in part as “putting money 
in the family bank,” taking advantage of the opportunity to spend 
a close year together in a foreign culture. But we were also 
investing in our children’s ability to learn Mandarin and in our 
own knowledge of Asia.4 


Both Bill Bryson and Cheryl Strayed have written books about their 
time off immersing in nature and paring their lives down to what they 
could carry in a backpack.5 

There are many more examples of people of all ages, professions, and 
economic circumstances who have taken time off in all sorts of ways and 
successfully transitioned back into the workforce. I could fill the rest of 
this book with examples, but a simple search for year-off blogs will yield 
pages of results that give a sense of the creative ways people spend their 
time off. Having these examples and role models can help us create our 
own stories that will help the people we care about support us more and 
worry less. 


Mind the Gap (on Your Resume) 


Examples of time off that will resonate more with your colleagues in the 
corporate world can be found by talking to employees of some of 
Fortune’s list of the 100 Best Companies to Work For. Nearly one quarter 
of companies on the list offer paid sabbaticals to employees, including 
Boston Consulting Group, PricewaterhouseCoopers, and General Mills.6 
The sabbaticals that employees take range in duration and focus. 
Employees I interviewed for this book spent their paid sabbaticals 
traveling to Ireland with their kids during summer vacation, living in an 
apartment in Paris for a month, backcountry hiking and camping for a 


week, and taking a “staycation” to renovate their home. 

Many corporations don’t offer sabbaticals, so it can be a daunting task 
to explain time off to colleagues or as part of a job interview. Some 
periods of time off might be too small to show up in a meaningful way 
on your resume, but for longer periods of time, it’s a good idea to have a 
story ready about how you made productive and meaningful use of the 
time off. Being able to tell an engaging and interesting story about your 
time off can alter people’s perspectives about it and let them know you 
weren’t on the couch binge-watching Netflix (well, at least not all the 
time!). 

Devin is a great example of someone who developed a compelling 
story about his time off. He had spent nearly a decade working for or 
with the city of Boston in various economic development roles before 
being laid off from his job. He wasn’t sure what he wanted to do next 
and was actively job hunting when he decided to take his savings and 
head off on a road trip across the United States, visiting friends along 
the way. “I had always wanted to do a cross-country road trip, so I just 
decided I was going to do it. And on that day I looked up a bunch of 
different friends I had in different cities, and started to map out a 
route.” Devin spent a month traveling across the United States, visiting 
friends. Besides talking about realizing a long-held dream, when asked 
about his time off, Devin says: 


I really care about cities, which is why I worked for the city of 
Boston and did economic development for them for 8 years. And 
so for me to go across the country to see 15 different cities, and 
see what my friends were doing in those cities, was valuable. It’s a 
thing that I can draw from. I can bring it to work and I can bring 
it to whatever other jobs I have. 


By talking about accomplishing a long-held dream, and connecting 
elements of his trip to his work, Devin has created a compelling story, 
both personally and professionally. 

Another option is to incorporate some professional activities into your 
time off. Attend a conference, write some professional articles or a guest 
blog post, volunteer or offer your services pro bono, or even take a 
“Jobbatical.” Coined by the founders of the eponymous website 
(jobbatical.com), the site posts short-term job opportunities—anywhere 
from one to twelve months—from around the world. For those who 
don’t mind combining work and travel, it offers a way to do both. 

You can also let your time off tell its own story. Write a blog about 
what you’re doing and learning and thinking, document your 100-days- 
of-time-off happiness on Instagram, or use Shutterfly and compile your 


best photographs into a photobook that you can foist on unsuspecting 
colleagues. Having something you can share helps you stay in touch 
with your colleagues and friends and gives people a vivid sense of the 
impressive ways you used your time. 


No One Else Takes Time Off: Why Should |? 


It’s somewhat strange to be in the position of advocating for more time 
off given the fairly obvious arguments in favor of it: It’s fun, relaxing, 
and good for our health, can reduce stress, and is generally beneficial to 
the people who take it.7 Yet apparently the case needs to be made 
because close to half of Americans (41 percent) don’t take even the 
limited paid time off that we’re given, let alone any kind of extended 
time.s The reasons why are primarily in our heads, not at our jobs. 
Employees are afraid to take time off mostly because they fear returning 
to a big pile of work or they believe that no one else can do their job 
while they’re gone.9 
The benefits of time off are much more tangible and plentiful. 


Take Time Off to Regain Balance 


Many of today’s retirees are part of a generation that tended to 
overconcentrate on work. During their productive years, they 
concentrated on a limited number of activities: work, family, maybe 
their lawn. Two weeks of paid time off from their jobs didn’t offer much 
time to learn, grow, explore the world, develop interests and hobbies, or 
deeply invest in friends or community. As a result, retirees today watch 
an average of 50 hours of TV per week, according to Nielsen. 10 

We can avoid the mistakes of previous generations and use time 
between gigs to diversify and expand our personal lives. We can explore 
our interests, practice being a beginner, develop new hobbies, and meet 
new people. We can take time to invest in our family or community or 
in a cause or organization we care about. We can find a better balance. 

Let’s take the example of Yoon, who was laid off when the nonprofit 
she was leading shut down. She was mentally and emotionally 
exhausted from the past four years of working at full speed. She recalls, 
“T really poured my heart and soul and every physical ounce of my 
energy into it. So by the time we actually closed it, I was completely 
exhausted.” After such an intense period completely focused on work, 
she decided to spend two weeks visiting her family overseas, spending 


time with her many relatives, and deeply relaxing. Once she arrived, “I 
just took that time to really recover and spend time doing simple things, 
reading, watching Netflix, appreciating time with my family.” Those two 
weeks at home turned into three months as she realized how much she 
needed to rebalance and devote some time to herself. When Yoon finally 
did return to the United States, she realized that “I wanted to give more 
time to things that are really important to me, not to my career, because 
I’m burnt by my career.” So she took an additional month and went on a 
spiritual retreat to explore her faith. This intensely personal period with 
family and on a retreat gave Yoon a way to rebalance and regroup after 
dedicating so much attention and energy to work. 


Take Time Off to Refresh and Rejuvenate 


Work can be stressful. Many American workers suffer from not only 
chronic stress but also short-term and long-term fatigue. In an interview 
with Entrepreneur Magazine, Allison Gabriel, an assistant professor of 
management at Virginia Commonwealth University, says: 


There is a lot of research that says we have a limited pool of 
cognitive resources. When you are constantly draining your 
resources, you are not being as productive as you can be. If you 
get depleted, we see performance decline. You’re able to persist 
less and have trouble solving tasks.11 


Taking time off beyond the length of a two-week vacation can help 
rejuvenate us and replenish our depleted cognitive and emotional 
resources. 

Companies that offer paid sabbaticals to employees do so primarily to 
give them the chance to refresh and rejuvenate. The Intel Corporation 
offers its employees eight weeks of paid leave after seven years of 
employment because employees return “renewed and ready to 
innovate.”12 Even a relatively short period of time off combined with a 
digital Sabbath can break the “always on” cycle and allow us to 
mentally rejuvenate. 


Take Time Off to Change Perspective 


If you plan time off to include a radical change in your lifestyle or a 
push outside your comfort zone, it can change your whole perspective 
on life, even after you return. After three years of planning, Winston 
Chen quit his job at a software company and moved with his wife and 


two young children to a Norwegian island for a year to do something 
“completely different.”13 In a blog post that he wrote about his 
experience, he summarized the newfound feelings of confidence and 
peace he felt after returning to the States: “My wife and I said, ‘What’s 
the worst that can happen? We go back and live on the island?’ We were 
clothed with the armor of confidence forged from the newfound 
knowledge that our family could be very happy living on very little.” 
The time away had changed his perspective on his life, his work, and 
what it took for his family to thrive and be happy. He realized that his 
time off “wasn’t just a memorable adventure. It had made us different 
people.” We don’t all have to move to a remote Nordic island to obtain a 
new perspective. Time off to implement a different routine or pursue 
new activities can also be powerful ways to change our views of 
ourselves and our lives. 


Take Time Off to Create “In-Between Space” 


Our work and home lives can quickly devolve into an all-work, no-play 
cycle of schedules, busyness, and obligations. We feel rushed, pressured, 
stressed, and always juggling. There is no yin to our yang. Author and 
speaker Nilofer Merchant writes about the importance of “in-between 
space” in our lives; those gaps of time between ending one thing and 
beginning another: 


We’ve all had in between spaces. Summers when you were young 
were the in between spaces of learning—where you could 
languish in play time and know learning time was ahead. It is that 
time between conceiving your child, and becoming parents when 
(if you are lucky) you get to anticipate the joy but experience 
none of the hardship. It is the time between an engagement and 
the wedding. Even on the flip side . . . After a divorce as you learn 
to find your own voice again. That time where you got a job offer 
but hadn’t started yet. Maybe even during the search for a new 
role. Perhaps it is as simple as when you are clear of a new 
direction. In between times are full. Of hope, certainly. Especially, 
of possibility.14 


The Gig Economy offers us many opportunities to create, savor, and 
enjoy pockets of time and space in our lives. Whenever you’re 
transitioning—changing jobs or beginning a new gig, moving cities, or 
graduating—look for opportunities to cultivate your own “in-between 
space.” 


TIME BETWEEN GIGS IS 
THE NEW PAID TIME OFF 


We have more control of our time, and our time off, in the Gig 
Economy. Instead of being “given” two weeks of annual paid time off, 
it’s increasingly up to us to “take” time off and decide how to use it. As 
we go from gig to gig, job to job, and project to project, natural breaks, 
downtime, and lulls will inevitably occur. These interludes are space 
and time to pause, to breathe and reflect, and to pursue and chase our 
dreams. 


Taking more time off is a skill. If you want to get good at it, consider: 


» How can I anticipate, save, and plan for more time off in the Gig 
Economy? 

» Where can I keep a running list of ideas for how to use my time 
off in a way that is intentional, meaningful to me, and aligned 
with my priorities? 

Do I do a good job communicating why and what rd do/am 
doing with time off? 


BE MINDFUL ABOUT TIME 


I’m happy to be reminded that an ordinary day full of nothing but 
nothingness can make you feel like you’ve won the lottery. 


—SUSAN ORLEAN 


Emily realized that she needed to think about her time differently when 
she transitioned from her job as a full-time teacher to working multiple 
gigs in book publishing. As a full-time teacher, she was used to selling 
her entire day to her employer and believed that a hardworking and 
“good” employee worked on-site at least 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. When Emily 
left teaching, she started working several part-time gigs as a research 
assistant and book publicist. She suddenly had some flexibility to 
structure her own hours during the workday because what mattered 
most was that she delivered high-quality work, not that she was 
physically in a school or an office for a fixed number of hours. 

It took her a while to break from the 8 a.m. to 6 p.m. mentality. She 
said, “I had trouble recognizing or accepting that my time was my own. 
I was in the habit of giving someone else control over my time, and 
being fully available to them.” But eventually she started noticing when 
she did her best work and when she needed to break. She started 
adopting a schedule of morning work, followed by lunch and exercise, 
and then several more hours of mid- to late-afternoon work before 
stopping in time to enjoy cooking and eating dinner with her boyfriend. 
She was even able to keep one late afternoon a week to herself to pursue 
working with a nonprofit. As she got used to owning, then structuring, 
her time, she felt that she was able to be more efficient and productive, 
and produce higher quality work. She enjoyed work more, and she feels 
healthier and happier. 

The Gig Economy offers us the chance to structure and control our 
time in ways that we never could as full-time employees. Working as a 
contractor can give us unprecedented autonomy to decide where, when, 
and how much we want to work. Even if we end up working more hours 


in the Gig Economy, we retain more agency, ownership, and control 
over where and when those hours occur. These changes encourage us to 
think explicitly about our time as a resource and be more intentional 
about how we allocate and structure it. It also gives us more opportunity 
to align our time with our priorities. 

Traditional employees sell their physical presence, mental attention, 
and intellectual energy for 40+ hours a week, every week, in the office, 
on the company’s schedule. If they finish their work at 3 p.m., they stay 
until 5 or 6 p.m. and figure out something else to do. 

In the Gig Economy, we still sell our time to employers or clients, but 
not always in big 40-hour-workweek blocks and not under the same 
terms. If we sell our time, it might only be for a few days or part of a 
workweek. We're also more likely to sell our results, insights, or impact 
instead of a fixed amount of time. This is an enormous shift in how we 
think about work and about time. As consultants and contractors, we 
sell our ability to efficiently and effectively deliver specific outcomes, 
not our willingness to sit in an office for eight hours every day. 

There’s some evidence that having control over our work time is 
becoming more valuable. The Society for Human Resource Management 
found in a survey of HR professionals that over 70% of companies 
offered some type of flexible work arrangement that gave employees 
more control over how many hours, when, or where they worked.1 
About two thirds (65 percent) of the organizations said that employee 
requests for such arrangements were increasing. A recent survey by 
Ernst & Young found that work flexibility is an important attribute, 
second only to competitive pay that Millennials seek when evaluating a 
job.2 They also found that not being able to work flexibly is one of the 
top five reasons they quit their jobs. 


Where Does My 
Time Go? 


Author L. R. W. Lee noted that “between the calendar and the 
checkbook, one’s priorities are laid bare.” We can talk all we want about 
what’s important to us and what we value, but our true priorities are 
revealed in how we spend our time and our money (spoiler alert for the 
Financing the Life You Want section!). To understand how intentional 
we are with our time, and how well aligned it is with our priorities, it’s 
helpful to take L. R. W. Lee’s words to heart and conduct a calendar 
diagnostic to determine what our priorities have been. 


Calendar Diagnostic 


STEP 1 


Think back to the chapter on success and priorities, and recall the 
responses to the key questions: 

What does success look like to me? 

What are the values and priorities | want to live? 


What is my definition of a good job, a good career, and even a good 
life? 


STEP 2 


Open (or go get) your personal or family calendar and review the past year. 
Answer the following questions: 


What were my three biggest time commitments each month and each 
week? 


What did | spend my time doing? 
What did | do on my weekends? 


Did | take any vacations or time off? 


STEP 3 


Reflect on and answer: 


How much alignment is there between my priorities and how | spent 
my time? 


Be concrete in your answer. If a top priority for you is your health, how 
many days did you exercise? Bike to work? Go to the gym or a yoga class? 
Cook at home? For each of your top three priorities, evaluate the alignment 
between them and your calendar. 


It’s likely that your calendar diagnostic reveals some misalignment 
between your priorities and how you spend your time. It’s not 
uncommon because we have several cognitive biases or errors in 
thinking that can interfere with our ability to make good decisions 
about how best to use our time. As you read through the list that 
follows, consider: Which of these biases apply to me? 


Do You Feel Bad About Wasting Time? 


We’re much more likely to waste our time than our money because we 
have a higher level of pain over losing money than over “losing” or 
wasting time. For example, tossing a fifty-dollar bill into the fireplace to 
burn causes us pain over the loss of the fifty dollars, but if we waste an 
hour in front of that same fire watching cat videos on Facebook, we 
don’t feel the same level of pain. 

It doesn’t make sense that we feel less loss aversion to wasting time 
than money because, unlike money, our time here on Earth is so limited. 
Except for a few tweaks around the edges, like wearing our seatbelts, 
not smoking, and taking other life-prolonging steps, there’s not much we 
can do to create more of it. We can’t bank our time and save it for use 
later like we can our money. The fixed nature of time would seem to 
require us to treat it even more carefully and with even more intention 
than money, but often we don’t. 

If we want to limit the time we fritter away on things that aren’t 
priorities to us, we need to develop ways to make wasting time feel 
more painful. We can do this explicitly by creating concrete choices, 
changing our language, and tracking our time. 


Create choice: We can ask ourselves things like: “Do I want to watch 
cat videos for an hour or read the latest issue of The New Yorker?” By 
forcing ourselves to choose between two concrete options, we 
increase our awareness of when we’re wasting or misallocating our 
time. 


Change our language: Laura Vanderkam, author of the book 168 
Hours, suggests that we change the language we use to talk about our 
time decisions: 


Instead of saying “I don’t have time” try saying “it’s not a 
priority,” and see how that feels. I have time to iron my sheets, 
but I just don’t want to. Changing our language reminds us that 
time is a choice. If we don’t like how we’re spending an hour, 
we can choose differently.3 


Track time: We can track our time usage through technology and 
pinpoint where we’re wasting time and need to make changes. Fitbit 
can measure the time we spend exercising and sleeping, RescueTime 
can monitor how we use our screen time, and Moment can tell us 
how much time we spend on our phones. The ability to quantify 
ourselves makes it easier than ever to track our daily time habits and 
identify the ones we want to change. 


Do You Allocate Enough Time to Larger, Longer-Term 
Rewards? 


Short-term wins are compelling because they offer instant gratification 
and a sense of accomplishment and progress. We discussed this tendency 
briefly in chapter 1 and used the Clayton Christensen “How Will You 
Measure Your Life?” article to illustrate it. In that article, Christensen’s 
classmates fell prey to this short-term bias by persistently overinvesting 
in immediate career “wins” and achievements at the expense of the 
longer-term reward of lasting and loving family relationships. This is a 
misallocation of time if we’re striving to build a meaningful and happy 
life, since relationships, not our careers, are what deliver those rewards. 

This cognitive bias is called hyperbolic discounting. Christensen asserts 
that we need to resist the allure of shorter-term gratification and make 
an explicit effort to keep our longer-term priorities “front and center” so 
that we allocate sufficient time and energy toward them. Like the 
exercises you did previously in chapter 1, explicitly identifying our 
priorities and values and reminding ourselves of them can be an 
effective way to overcome this bias. 


Do You Know How Much Time Your Stuff Costs You? 


We also have a less-rigorous model of mental accounting for time than 
money, which means that we don’t track time investments as closely as 
investments of money. We keep a closer eye on our checkbook than our 
calendar. For instance, if we make $75,000 per year, after subtracting 
30 percent for taxes, etc., let’s say for ease of math that we bring home 
about $1,000 per week, or around $25 per hour. In this example, a new 
pair of $200 shoes costs us the equivalent of an eight-hour working day. 
Most of us, though, don’t make the calculations to link our time to the 
time it costs to pay for the stuff so we don’t think about whether it was 
worth eight hours of work to buy a pair of shoes or how many years of 
work we commit to when we buy a house. 

To change this bias, we can start calculating how much time we have 
to spend working for the material goods in our life. That will give us the 
time “cost” of our purchases. It also helps us consider what we’re 
working for and whether it’s aligned with our priorities. We can decide 
if we want our eight hours of labor to go toward the purchase of a pair 
of shoes or the purchase of a night out with our significant other or 
friends or toward something else on our priorities list. 


Reclaiming Your Time 


The insights from the calendar diagnostic should give you ideas about 
how to restructure your time to better align with your priorities. Time- 
use studies suggest that we’re not as busy as we say we are. We like to 
complain that we have no time, but evidence indicates that we fritter 
away the time we do have. The Bureau of Labor Statistics ongoing Time 
Use Survey shows that we have an average of five to six hours of leisure 
time per day.4 We spend over half of that time watching TV and have 
done so persistently for the past half decade. 

When we aren’t glued to the TV, it seems we’re busy because we 
choose to be. Tim Kreider captured this phenomenon best in his New 
York Times essay “The ‘Busy’ Trap”: 


It’s almost always people whose lamented busyness is purely self- 
imposed: work and obligations they’ve taken on voluntarily, 
classes and activities they've “encouraged” their kids to 
participate in. They’re busy because of their own ambition or 
drive or anxiety, because they’re addicted to busyness and dread 
what they might have to face in its absence....The present 
hysteria is not a necessary or inevitable condition of life; it’s 
something we’ve chosen, if only by our acquiescence to it.5 


If we feel persistently overwhelmed, harried, and stressed about how 
we spend our time, it’s likely that we’re not spending it in a way that’s 
aligned with our values and priorities. To transition to investing in our 
priorities, we need to develop a plan to clear our schedules of existing 
obligations that we no longer want to continue. The following strategies, 
which I call the 4 Ds, can help clear space on our calendar. 


Drop it: As Arianna Huffington says, you can complete a project by 
dropping it.c Some commitments you can just withdraw from or stop 
doing. “No” is still a complete sentence. 


Diminish it: Reduce the frequency or size of the commitment. Keep 
volunteering at your favorite nonprofit, but roll off the board. Instead 
of taking a 30-minute meeting plus travel time, schedule a 15-minute 
phone call. 


Defer it: This approach kicks the can to the future, but as you undertake 
restructuring your time, you may find it helpful not to deal with all of 
your existing obligations at once. Push out a few commitments and 
give yourself some breathing room to further evaluate how you want 


to handle them. 


Delegate it: The combination of the Gig Economy and technology has 
made it much easier and convenient to delegate as a way to save and 
make the best use of our time. We can’t do everything, so as much as 
possible we want to invest in activities that align with our priorities 
and that require our specific attention, skills, and talent. Purchasing 
help is buying time, and it works best if the time we’re buying is 
meaningfully cheaper than what we’re paid for the time we sell. But 
cost isn’t the only consideration. Tasks that are particularly time 
consuming, inconvenient, or physically demanding or involve doing 
things that we really dislike are all candidates for outsourcing. 

Delegating errands and chores and outsourcing the tedium of daily 
life used to be accessible only to the wealthy. The companies that 
make up the Staff Economy, such as Uber, TaskRabbit, Postmates, 
Handy, and Instacart, have lowered the price of help dramatically and 
disrupted the economics of outsourcing tasks in urban areas. Those of 
us in less-dense areas might have to do more of our physical chores 
(or work harder or pay more to outsource them) but can still delegate 
administrative work, such as scheduling, email, and organizational 
tasks to a remote assistant here or abroad or to a freelancer on 
Upwork. 

Technology can also be a source of low-to-no-cost delegation and 
help limit the time we spend on tedious chores. For example, if a 
virtual assistant is beyond your budget, scheduling tools like Doodle, 
ScheduleOnce, or YouCanBook.me reduce the time it takes to 
schedule meetings and respond to requests while also eliminating 
multiple back and forths, long email threads, and double bookings. 

Bartering is a final form of delegating. Take your love of gardening 
and being outdoors and offer to do your neighbor’s spring garden 
while, in exchange, she releases her inner germophobe and does your 
spring housecleaning. The accountant in my family is able to barter 
his tax preparation services in exchange for plumbing, handyman 
help, and snowplowing his driveway during the winter. Everybody 
wins and nobody has to pay. Bartering is a perfect way to do the 
things you love in exchange for the things you hate. 


Once you have time and space cleared on your calendar by 
implementing the 4 Ds—Drop it, Diminish It, Defer It or Delegate It— 
you can begin to think about restructuring and reallocating your time 
going forward. 


Rebuilding Your Calendar: 
Manager vs. Maker Schedule 


Compressing too many activities into too little time makes it difficult to 
achieve our most meaningful goals. We can’t deepen our connections 
with others and devote significant attention to our important 
relationships if we’re also checking email or watching the clock because 
were scheduled for something else in 10 minutes. To be our most 
effective and efficient selves and to create the time to invest in our 
priorities, we need reasonably sized blocks of time. 

One way to create that time is to apply the framework of Maker vs. 
Manager schedules to our calendars. Paul Graham of Y Combinator 
introduced the concept in his 2009 blog post “Maker’s Schedule, 
Manager’s Schedule.”7 I'll summarize the concepts he introduces, but it’s 
worth reading it in its entirety. 


The Manager’s Schedule 


The Manager’s Schedule is the one most familiar to us, as it’s common 
for traditional employees and management (as the name implies) in 
corporations. The day is structured around half-hour to one-hour blocks 
of time, in which meetings and phone calls take place throughout the 
day. Following is an example of what a Manager’s Schedule calendar 
can look like.s In a Manager’s Schedule, workdays are double booked 
and chopped into intervals of an hour or half-hour. 

Some jobs are largely Managers Schedule jobs. If you're a 
salesperson, you don’t need huge blocks of time to do creative work. 
What you need is short chunks of time for interactions like phone calls, 
emailing, and visiting potential customers. 
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Source: medium.com/@DanielleMorrill/warming-up-to-the-manager-s-schedule- 
e3ec18c7408e#.mkhds7074 (Used with permission) 


Relationship-intensive and highly interactive jobs are often better suited 
to a Manager’s Schedule. 


The Maker’s Schedule 


The Maker’s Schedule is for anyone who needs blocks of focused time to 
think and strategize or complete tasks and projects, which is many of us. 
It’s designed to leave some or all of the day free of any interruptions or 
commitments to allow the space and time to settle into a complex 
project and work on it. Any calls or meetings are grouped together and 
scheduled into designated time blocks so that the rest of the working 
day is left clear. 

If you hold a full-time corporate job that requires the Manager’s 
Schedule but need creative or focused time, consider implementing a 
Maker’s Schedule one or two days a week, blocking off a minimum of a 
half day and retreating to a conference room or working from home to 
tackle a larger or longer-term project. We can also create our own 
Maker’s Schedule outside of our full-time jobs by scheduling 
uninterrupted blocks of time early in the morning, later at night, or on 
weekends. 

Two colleagues of mine have, at different times, created their own 
Maker’s Schedule to study for the six-hour Chartered Financial Analyst 
(CFA) Level 1 Exam, the first in a series of three rigorous tests needed to 
become a CFA charterholder. On average, professionals preparing for 
the exam spend about 300 hours studying for it. My colleagues each had 
young families and full-time jobs tied to a Manager’s Schedule, so they 
weren’t able to carve a block of time out of their workday schedule or 
evening and weekend time. Instead, to make the time to study, they 


came into the office from 5:30 a.m. to 8 a.m. each morning. They kept 
up this routine over several months. There’s little that is easy or 
attractive about their schedule, and it certainly required some 
negotiating on the home front to execute, but it gave each of them the 
blocks of time they needed to study and prepare. And, yes, they both 
passed! 

Whether the Manager’s or Maker’s Schedule, or a hybrid, is right for 
you, rebuilding your calendar from scratch can be a useful way to 
reallocate and reprioritize your time. Start with a blank month and start 
filling in dedicated “blocks” of time that represent investments of time 
into your top priorities. Start filling in the most important, high-priority 
tasks and activities and continue from there. 

Starting with a clean month and blocking time for specific activities 
forces us to be ruthlessly definitive about what matters. This exercise is 
best done first on our own and then with someone else—a coworker or 
boss for our work calendar and our spouse or a close friend for our 
family/personal calendar. A second set of eyes can bring the perspective 
and distance to help us identify commitments of time that we don’t 
seem enthusiastic about or that we’ve accepted due to pressure, guilt, or 
a false sense of obligation. 

This is an example of a rebuilt calendar incorporating a Maker’s 
Schedule. The designated blocks of time represent priorities during the 
day. 

Building a calendar from the ground up is a valuable exercise for 
clarifying our priorities in our minds as well as on our schedules. The 
examples so far have included only a restructuring of work time, but the 
exercise is best done by allocating and structuring all of our time to 
incorporate our personal priorities and commitments. 


The Corporate Time Suck 


Moving from a Manager’s to a Maker’s Schedule isn’t easy. Even if a 
Maker’s Schedule would be a better fit for the work that you do, it can 
be difficult to implement if you work full-time for a company. 
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Source: medium.com/@DanielleMorrill/warming-up-to-the-manager-s-schedule- 
e3ec18c7408e#.mkhds7074 (Used with permission) 


Most companies are incredibly poor stewards of their time. They 
obsessively track and limit employee hours out of the office—vacation 
time, paid time off, and even remote work time—yet once the employee 
is physically in the office there are virtually no cost controls, limits, or 
oversights to manage employee time. Corporate time sucks like email, 
conference calls, and meetings aren’t monitored or tracked (despite the 
availability of technology to do so), so they freely multiply and expand 
to fill the vacuum of the workday. Open-space offices and open-door 
policies guarantee interruptions and distractions that can make it 
difficult and inefficient to get work done. Given the uncontrolled, 
unmanaged, anything-goes approach to time management at most firms, 
it may be nearly impossible to swim against the tide of corporate norms 
to implement your own Maker-like time-management system. 

It can also be difficult to change time-management practices because 
many employees have learned helplessness about their time at the office. 
Learned helplessness is a psychological phenomenon that arises when 
people are forced to endure negative events or negative consequences 
over which they have no control. In the classic demonstration of learned 
helplessness: 


[S]ubjects are randomly divided into three groups. Those in the 
first are exposed to an annoying loud noise that they can stop by 
pushing a button in front of them. Those in the second hear the 
same noise but can’t turn it off, though they try hard. Those in the 
third, the control group, hear nothing at all. Later, typically the 
following day, the subjects are faced with a brand-new situation 
that again involves noise. To turn the noise off, all they have to do 
is move their hands about 12 inches. The people in the first and 


third groups figure this out and readily learn to avoid the noise. 
But those in the second group typically do nothing. In phase one 
they failed, realized they had no control, and became passive. In 
phase two, expecting more failure, they don’t even try to escape. 
They have learned helplessness.9 


Employees who attempt to strategically manage their time at the 
office can have the same experience. If employees don’t attend meetings 
or refuse to put in face time, corporations respond with the equivalent 
of the loud noise we can’t shut off—lack of flexibility, lack of support, 
and reprimands. Eventually, expecting more failure, employees don’t 
even try to optimize their time. 

The result is that high costs and inefficiencies accrue. Employees 
become dissatisfied with rigid schedules that force them to work in ways 
that are inefficient or less productive and acquire poor time- 
management habits. Fortunately, the Gig Economy offers us options for 
escaping this lose-lose dysfunction of the corporate time suck. 

Independent workers retain autonomy, control, and flexibility over 
their workday and are reasonably free to schedule and allocate their 
time to maximize their productivity and results. The Gig Economy 
values skills above all, so in-demand talent, strong performers, and 
employees with a good exit strategy are also well positioned to retain 
control of their workday time. They have the least to lose by 
disregarding corporate norms and managing their own time in their own 
way. 


Expanding Time 


All of this work diagnosing, restructuring, and rebuilding our calendars 
can help us better invest and allocate our time to our most important 
priorities. What it can’t do is change how much time we actually have, 
but there are ways we can change how much time we perceive we have. 
Feeling like we have more time can help us feel less busy, more relaxed, 
and more present. There are a number of ways we can create a feeling 
of having more time: 


Expand Time by Engaging in New Experiences 


We're all painfully aware of how time seems to speed up as we age. 
Those endless summer days we enjoyed as a kid now pass in the blink of 


an eye as an adult. David Eagleman, a neuroscientist at Baylor College 
of Medicine, explains this age-related difference in time perception.10 
His research demonstrates that new experiences take more time for our 
brains to process than familiar ones, making our perception of that time 
seem longer. As we age, more and more of our experiences are familiar 
and processed quickly, which makes time seem faster. We perceive that 
time is flying by. To slow down time, engage in new experiences. Keep 
learning, meet new people, travel to places you’ve never been to, and 
challenge yourself to try new activities. Time will seem to pass more 
slowly (and be more interesting). 


Expand Time by Becoming Powerful 


People in relative power positions—boss vs. employee or interviewer vs. 
interviewee—feel like they have more time. Research from the 
University of California, Berkeley found that high-power individuals 
perceived that they had more time, partly due to the perception that 
they have more control over their time. The implications for the Gig 
Economy are positive. As we take more control of our time, and assume 
the less-powerful role of employee less frequently, we should begin to 
feel like we have more time available.11 


Expand Time by Giving Time Away 


If we’re already feeling short on time, it seems counterintuitive to 
recommend giving it away by helping others or by volunteering. But a 
recent psychological study from the University of Pennsylvania’s 
Wharton School found that giving our time to help others leaves us less 
stressed and hurried and feeling like we have more time. The reason is 
that people who give their time feel more “capable, confident, and 
useful” and feel like they’ve accomplished something. This overall 
feeling of self-efficacy makes time feel expansive, and it arises even 
when we spend very short amounts of time (just 10 minutes!) helping 
others.12 


Expand Time by Combining Physical and Mental Tasks 


Human brains are not optimized for multitasking. The exception is 
multitasking that uses different sensory channels, such as going for a 
walk while listening to a podcast or talking to a friend while doing the 
dishes. By combining a physical activities such as walking or chores 


with mental ones such as listening or talking, we can accomplish both 
efficiently and effectively. 


BEING MINDFUL ABOUT TIME IS THE NEW BUSY 


The Gig Economy gives us greater opportunity to take greater ownership 
of our time and align our time with our priorities. 


As you contemplate restructuring your time, consider: 


How can I spend time in ways that are more aligned with my 
priorities? 

Could I better align my time and priorities by considering the 
Maker/Manager framework and by rebuilding my calendar? 

» How can I expand my time so I feel less busy? 


FINANCING THE LIFE 


BE FINANCIALLY FLEXIBLE 


The American Paradox: 


More than ever, we at the end of the last century were finding 
ourselves with big houses and broken homes, high incomes and low 
morale .. . We were excelling at making a living but too often failing at 
making a life. We celebrated our prosperity but yearned for purpose. 
We cherished our freedoms but longed for connection. In an age of 
plenty, we were feeling spiritual hunger. 


—DAVID MYERS 


The Gig Economy requires us to reconsider how we think about money. 
A high fixed-cost lifestyle financed with debt might be sustainable 
(although not ideal) in an economy of steady paychecks and long-term 
secure jobs, but we don’t live in that world anymore. No job is secure, 
and we can expect our income to vary over our working lives. To 
succeed in the Gig Economy, we need to create a financially flexible life 
of lower fixed costs, higher savings, and much less debt. 

When I teach the financial section of my MBA Gig Economy course, 
there are always some students who come to realize that they’re paying 
for a life they don’t want. The consequences of that realization are 
occasionally dramatic. I’ve had graduates make significant moves from 
the suburbs to the city or to another part of the country. Several have 
quit jobs, turned down job offers, or dropped out of recruiting for 
postgraduate employment. They’ve taken pay cuts to do work they 
enjoy, they’ve gone traveling, or they’ve started their own businesses. A 
few have even asked me to meet with them and their spouses to 
facilitate a discussion about completely restructuring their families’ 
lives. 

This section is not an incremental, save-your-latte-money approach to 
financial planning. It is both deeper and broader than that. Deeper in 
the sense that the goal is to structure a financial plan aligned with your 
priorities and values, not just cut spending. Broader in that we’ll look at 


options to increase income and savings, in addition to reducing 
expenses. The save-your-latte-money school of thought takes a mostly 
one-sided view of managing money by focusing almost entirely on 
cutting expenses and hardly at all on generating more income. It’s the 
all-diet-no-exercise approach to financial health that we’ll avoid. 

Too much financial advice avoids confronting the reality that 
although our financial lives are affected by small daily decisions, the 
biggest choices we make are the ones that create or destroy our financial 
health. Cutting back on your morning lattes or bringing your lunch to 
work every day instead of eating out will save money, but the amount 
pales in comparison to what you spend on a mortgage and car 
payments. Housing and transportation are the big-ticket financial 
choices that make up about half of the average family’s expenditures. 1 


If you want to transform your financial life, start by evaluating your 
biggest financial choices, not your smallest ones. 


Robert is a good example of someone who evaluated and restructured 
his financial life. Robert was a vice president at a large Midwestern 
company until he was unexpectedly laid off as part of a company-wide 
reduction in force. He received a severance package that gave him “the 
financial runway to breathe,” but the runway wasn’t long, and he was 
anxious about getting his next job. He had three young kids, a large 
mortgage, and was the sole breadwinner. He began applying vigorously 
for jobs and following any lead that seemed like it would result in a 
well-paying position and a renewed feeling of financial security for 
himself, his wife, and his kids. 

The turning point in his search came when a call he and I had 
unexpectedly turned into a conversation about the core questions that 
Robert realized he needed to address: What type of work did he want to 
do? Where did he want to live? What were his priorities? What did he 
want his family life to look like for the next decade? 

Robert and his wife began, for the first time in a long time, having 
conversations about the fundamental structure of their lives: What 
values were most important to them? What kind of family experience 
did they want to create for their children? How important were 
traditional measures of material and financial success to them? What 
really mattered to them? Their answers, it turned out, weren’t consistent 
with the life they were living. 

That realization led them to begin restructuring their lives from the 
top down. They decided to move back home to Kansas City to be near 
their extended family, which was an important priority for them but one 
they hadn’t been fulfilling. They sold their large home in an upscale St. 


Louis suburb and downsized to a much more modest home in Kansas 
City. Many people see downsizing as a negative outcome, but Robert 
couldn’t disagree more. For him, downsizing created a sense of financial 
security and freedom in his family’s life. It helped him gain a feeling of 
control over his financial life that has lowered his anxiety, reduced his 
financial dependence on his job, and allowed his family to begin 
traveling together on a regular basis, which Robert and his wife had 
decided was an important experience (and set of memories) they wanted 
to give their children. 

Two years after leaving the company, Robert and his family are much 
happier and more secure in their new life in Kansas City. He says, “I’m 
much more financially and emotionally prepared for my next transition, 
and my life is much more aligned with my priorities.” Like Robert, your 
version of the American Dream might be cheaper and involve a lot less 
debt than the traditional version. You might also be willing to downsize 
to gain flexibility and focus on your priorities. Having “enough” money 
to live the American Dream depends on what your version of that dream 
is. 

In the end, a good financial plan isn’t about reducing your spending 
per se; it’s about making sure that you spend what you have in a way 
that is meaningful to you. 

Before discussing ways to change your financial life, it makes sense to 
assess where you are today. Bearing in mind the quote from chapter 7 
that “between the calendar and checkbook, one’s priorities are laid 
bare,” this exercise asks you to perform a “checkbook diagnostic” to 
help you evaluate the alignment between your priorities and spending. 


A Checkbook Diagnostic 


STEP 1: REVISIT MY PRIORITIES 


The first step is to consider your responses to three key questions raised in 
the exercise in chapter 1: 


What does success look like to me? 
What are the values and priorities | want to live? 


What is my definition of a good job, a good career, and, even, a good 
life? 


STEP 2: AUDIT MY SPENDING 


Gather the data on your spending from wherever you track it (your Quicken 


dashboard, Mint.com, your credit card statements, your bank statements, 
or your checkbook; if you don’t track it, start to do so using one of these 
tools). Go back through the past year and review how you spent your 
money. Answer the following questions: 


What were my five biggest financial commitments each month and for 
the year? 


What did | spend my money on? Break spending into categories to 
help see where it’s going and evaluate your largest categories. 
What life am | buying? 


Is this the life | want? 


STEP 3: EVALUATE IF MY SPENDING IS ALIGNED 
WITH MY PRIORITIES 


Step back and reflect on these questions: 


How much alignment is there between my priorities and spending? 


Do my five biggest financial commitments move me closer to or 
further away from a life aligned with my priorities? 


Be concrete in your answers: If a top priority for you is family, how much 
money did you spend on experiences together (outings, vacations, dinners 
together, family memberships, etc.) compared to individual activities? If 
there is misalignment, consider: 


What changes can | make, and am | willing to make, to better align 
my money and my priorities? 


If you’re like Robert and you already feel like your life is in sync with 
your priorities, then Chuzzah! Congratulations, this chapter will be an 
easy review for you. 

Otherwise, once you’ve revisited your priorities and conducted the 
checkbook diagnostic, you can use the rest of this chapter to explore 
concrete ways to restructure your finances and increase financial 
flexibility in your own life. 


Increase Financial Flexibility 
by Making More Money 


The Gig Economy presents us with numerous opportunities to generate 


additional income on our own schedule. We can monetize side gigs 
(which we discussed in detail in chapter 8), rent our existing assets (e.g., 
list a bedroom on Airbnb), or pursue on-demand gig opportunities like 
bidding for gigs on Upwork or Experfy or finding work on HourlyNerd. 
It has never been easier, or more convenient, to work incremental hours 
on our own schedule and generate incremental income. 

One strategy, whether were employed at a job or working 
independently, is to persistently watch for opportunities to increase our 
income. If we’re in a traditional full-time job, we should periodically 
assess the possibility of negotiating a raise or a performance-based 
bonus or positioning for a promotion. If our current job doesn’t offer 
many opportunities for growth or advancement, consider changing jobs 
as a way to take on more responsibility or increase compensation. 

Another strategy, if we’re working as a contractor or consultant is to 
regularly check our pricing strategy against prevailing market rates. It’s 
common in the early days of working independently or starting a service 
business to charge below-market rates to attract customers and build a 
client base. By charging lower prices it’s easier to win clients and gain 
the experience we need to build up our references, improve our 
reputation, and better position us for future work. When we realize we 
have too much demand for our services and can turn down 
opportunities, it could mean it’s time to raise rates. 

A final strategy is to consider shifting our target customer so we can 
target larger companies or bid on bigger projects. 

Theresa was able to increase her coaching business revenues by 
executing the last two of these strategies. She began her coaching career 
at midlife after she left her corporate job, became certified as a coach, 
and started her own business. As a new coach, she built her business by 
charging below-market rates and working primarily with individuals. 
This strategy worked, and she was soon busy with an almost-full client 
roster. Deciding she wanted to increase her revenues and work more 
with business leaders, Theresa raised her rates and began targeting small 
and midsize companies, where she could win engagements working with 
several members of an executive team. It’s a strategy that worked. She 
has developed a specialty working with women business leaders and 
entrepreneurs and charges at or above market rates for her services. She 
makes more money working with fewer, larger clients. 

So far we’ve talked only about increasing our income from working 
(also called earned income) versus investing (or unearned income). Most 
Americans generate their compensation from earned income. Analysis 
from the Urban-Brookings Tax Policy Center shows that 64 percent of 
Americans earn their income from a paycheck.2 It’s possible to achieve 
financial security and comfort through earned income, but it’s difficult 


to become wealthy because our earned income is limited by the finite 
hours of our labor we can sell. 

Passive income, or unearned income, comes from our investments—in 
real estate, the stock market, and businesses. It’s this investment income 
that most often creates wealth. The Urban-Brookings study found that 
the top 1 percent of Americans earn the majority (53 percent) of their 
income from passive sources rather than from a paycheck. It’s more 
volatile, and higher risk, than earned income but offers potentially 
higher reward. Passive income is produced by renting our homes or 
owning a piece of a business through direct ownership or through stock 
options or employee stock that many companies grant their employees. 
We can generate passive income from investing our retirement and 
savings account in the stock market. Looking for work at a company that 
offers equity compensation is another way to increase passive income, as 
is renting out any real estate you own or rent. As you consider options 
for making more money, consider ways you can earn more from your 
labor as well as generating passive income. 


Increase Financial Flexibility 
by Stashing the Cash 


Savings give us flexibility, create options in our life, and cushion the 
blow of unexpected financial setbacks like a job loss or unanticipated 
expense. With savings set aside, we can consider quitting that tedious 
job and then taking time to find the right next step. We can plan that 
memorable family vacation, stay home with our kids, go to our best 
friend’s destination wedding, and have the financial ability to make 
other decisions that matter to us. We can also weather unexpected 
setbacks more easily. A surprise health expense or car repair won’t 
become a crisis if we have savings in the bank. Savings give us flexibility 
and choice. The way to build those savings quickly and consistently is to 
live below our means, all the time, forever. Stop buying lattes if you 
wish and save three dollars a day, but there are other higher-impact 
ways to live below your means. 


Stash the Cash by Living on One Salary 


If you’re part of a dual-income couple or family, one of the most 
impactful financial decisions you can make is to live entirely on one 
paycheck while saving the other. Living on one paycheck frees up the 


other paycheck to accelerate your rate of savings, pay down debt, or 
build up your financial cushion. Living on just one income also prevents 
you from too rapidly increasing your lifestyle beyond what you can 
sustainably earn. 

Let’s say you’re part of a couple and each of you makes $75,000 per 
year, for a household income of $150,000. Assuming a total tax rate of 
30 percent, you take home $52,500 each. If you live on just one salary, 
you could save (or pay down debt or invest) more than $50,000 per 
year. It’s a powerful strategy. 


Stash the Cash by Banking the Windfalls 


If your career is going well, you might find yourself in the fortunate 
position of receiving more income than expected due to bonuses, raises, 
winning an extra project, or being awarded an extra few months of work 
or an unexpected project from a key client. Sometimes life steps in with 
a cash surprise, from an unexpected tax refund, a monetary gift, an 
inheritance, or a severance payout. When these prosperous events occur, 
get into the habit of automatically banking the unplanned extra cash 
that you receive. Saving most or all of those windfalls can beef up your 
cash reserves or make a big dent in your debt putting you ahead of 
schedule in accomplishing your financial goals. 


Stash the Cash by Making the Most of Corporate Perks 


The times we spend working a traditional full-time job are great 
opportunities to save. Even if we earn the same income as when we 
were working independently, our expenses will be lower. 

When we work full time, our tax rate is lower than when we work 
independently since we’re no longer paying employer taxes. This lower 
tax rate combined with a steady paycheck creates a good opportunity to 
set up an automatic plan to save a fixed percent each pay period. 

Our insurance and benefits costs tend to be lower when we’re an 
employee. We also tend to have better insurance coverage, so we can 
take advantage of that to schedule all of our basic healthcare and 
checkups during this time to minimize our out-of-pocket costs. 

Working a full-time corporate job can give us access to a range of 
benefits. We can take advantage of the 401(k) retirement plan match 
that most companies offer, as well as the benefits of paid time off and 
reimbursement for education, training, and other professional 
development and connection opportunities, such as attending 
conferences. If you’re working a full-time job, maximize your use of the 


benefits offered. 


Increase Financial Flexibility by Keeping 
Your Personal Burn Rate Low 


In the startup world, investors and entrepreneurs talk about a company’s 
monthly burn rate, which is the net amount of money the company 
spends each month, or the negative cash flow. For instance, a young 
tech company that hasn’t started generating revenues, with expenses of 
$25,000 per month, has a burn rate of $25,000 per month. If the 
company generates revenues of $20,000 per month, its burn rate would 
be $5,000 per month. The way to maximize financial flexibility is to 
keep your burn rate low. 


Determine Your Personal Burn Rate 


STEP 1: TALLY YOUR SAVINGS 


Add up any liquid savings, including cash in the bank, short-term CDs, and 
investments in stocks/mutual funds (not including retirement accounts). 


STEP 2: DETERMINE YOUR PERSONAL BURN RATE 


Using the financial information you have already gathered for the 
Checkbook Diagnostic, sum the total of all your expenses by month and for 
the year. The sum of your expenses is your burn rate (we’re assuming for 
the purposes of this step that you have no income because you are in 
between gigs and not working). 


Divide your savings from Step 1 by your monthly personal burn rate from 
Step 2, and you have a preliminary idea of how many months you could 
live your current lifestyle if you earned no income. It’s a proxy for how 
much financial flexibility you have in your life. The more months you can 
cover your expenses, the more flexibility you have. 


STEP 3: UNDERSTAND YOUR PERSONAL BURN RATE 


Answer the following questions to better identify what drives your personal 
burn rate. 


What are my top expenses? 


Can | reduce or eliminate any of those commitments or habits? 


What is the minimum burn rate | could achieve immediately if | had 
to? 


What is the minimum burn rate | could achieve with six months of 
planning? 


STEP 4: CALCULATE YOUR FINANCIAL FLEXIBILITY 


To complete the exercise, compare your current monthly income with your 
current personal burn rate. Answer the following questions: 


How much income do | need to earn to cover my personal burn rate 
and still have money available to save? 


Am | living above or below my means? 


By how much? 


This exercise will help you get a preliminary sense of the level of 
financial flexibility and financial security in your life. If your personal 
burn rate is high, you need to generate a high level of income to live at 
or above it. A high burn rate can limit your financial flexibility. If your 
burn rate is low, you have more flexibility to generate variable income 
and still live at or above your means. You are more financially flexible 
and more financially secure. 


Increase Financial Flexibility by 
Creating a Financial Plan 


In the uncertain environment of the Gig Economy, a financial plan is 
essential. Research shows that across income levels, households that 
engage in financial planning are more likely to save for emergencies, 
save for retirement, have adequate insurance, and manage debt.3 Yet 
very few Americans have one. Less than half of U.S. households (38 
percent) complete even a minimal amount of planning to achieve 
specific goals like saving for retirement or college. Only a small 
minority, just 19 percent of households, have a comprehensive financial 
plan that includes a budget, taxes, insurance, and savings.4 Interestingly, 
the majority of this group of comprehensive planners reports an annual 
household income below $100,000. 

Independent workers in the Gig Economy have more financial 
management responsibilities than the average household. We need a 


plan to cover volatile income streams and periods of unemployment. If 
we do contract work or consulting, we’re responsible for paying our own 
taxes, buying health insurance, sending invoices, collecting payments, 
and managing, tracking, and deducting expenses. 

It doesn’t have to take much time or money to create and implement 
a financial plan, nor do you have to do it yourself. Consulting with a 
personal financial team can be a good way to create, implement, and 
monitor a plan. Your financial team should include the following 
members. 


A fee-only financial planner: Meeting with a fee-only financial planner 
once per year can help add structure and accountability to your 
financial plan. Fee-only planners charge by the hour (generally 
ranging from $150 to $500 per hour) or a flat fee per plan. If you 
already use online tools to manage your finances, they can help 
reduce the cost of a planner. The cost of a comprehensive financial 
plan from scratch varies depending on the complexity of your 
situation but generally speaking falls in the $1,000 to $4,000 range. 
The initial plan will cost the most due to the setup time, and then the 
subsequent annual meetings should be less. Look for a planner that 
specializes in or has worked with self-employed clients and 
understands how to create a financial plan around variable income. 


An accountant: Schedule an initial meeting with an accountant when 
you first start, or plan to start, working independently. An accountant 
can advise you on how best to structure yourself. Many independent 
workers operate simply as a sole proprietor, which doesn’t require 
any particular legal structure. Others find it beneficial to do business 
as a Limited Liability Corporation (LLC) or as an S Corp. Deciding 
whether to structure as a sole proprietor, LLC, or S Corp depends on 
the type of work you do, what state you live in, and what percentage 
of your compensation is supplied by Gig Economy work. An 
accountant can help you evaluate these options and assess the tax 
impact of each based on your situation. 

As an independent worker, you’re responsible for withholding and 
filing your own federal and state taxes quarterly. Meeting with an 
accountant annually can help you estimate the amount of tax you 
should pay and set up a schedule (and reminders!) to ensure you file 
and pay on time. Independent workers can also deduct a variety of 
expenses against their income. Your accountant can help you 
understand which expenses you should be separately tracking and 
deducting throughout the year. 


A bookkeeper: Many independent workers in-source this function by 
using QuickBooks or a similar tool to track their income and 
expenses. Others prefer to outsource to a bookkeeper. No matter 
which approach you choose, the idea is to maintain a system for 
maintaining your financial records, tracking deductions and expenses, 
and managing invoicing and collections. Depending on the 
complexity of your business, your level of organization, and how 
much you can automate, an experienced bookkeeper can cost 
anywhere from $30 to $150 an hour. 

There are also online options to help with financial planning, 
taxes, and expenses. Tools like Mint.com and Learn-Vest can help you 
begin your financial planning process, and apps like Expensify, Xero, 
and Qapital can be used to track and manage expenses or increase 
savings. Existing companies like Intuit (makers of TurboTax), AND 
CO, and FreshBooks are developing tools targeted to independent 
workers to manage taxes, expenses, budgeting, and invoicing. As the 
Gig Economy grows, we can expect to see more apps and startups 
create tools to help manage the back office and financial planning 
needs of independent workers. 


FINANCIAL FLEXIBILITY IS 
THE NEW LIVING PAYCHECK TO PAYCHECK 


Succeeding in the Gig Economy requires us to be financially flexible and 
implement a different, more deliberate approach to managing money. 
Without a steady paycheck, we have to rethink and restructure our 
financial lives to align our spending with our priorities, consistently live 
below our means, rigorously manage our biggest expenses, and save at 
unprecedented levels. 


To increase your own financial flexibility, consider: 


>What are my biggest financial decisions and commitments? 

How much alignment is there between my spending and my 
priorities? 

» Are there ways I can make more money, or stash more cash? 


What are the best ways for me to keep my personal burn rate 
low? 


THINK ACCESS, NOT OWNERSHIP 


Normal is getting dressed in clothes that you buy for work and driving 
through traffic in a car that you are still paying for—in order to get to 
the job you need to pay for the clothes and the car, and the house 
you leave vacant all day so you can afford to live in it. 


—ELLEN GOODMAN 


The newfound possibilities in the Gig Economy to access instead of own 
represent nothing short of a personal financial revolution. It transforms 
the underlying economics of our lives. The option to rent, not buy, to 
access, not own, increases our control over how and what we consume, 
is more flexible, and can save us money. It’s also more convenient and 
offers more variety. We no longer need to spend large amounts of 
money or take on significant debt to purchase and own. We can pay less 
for access on demand and use the difference to save, invest, or buy time. 
My former student Ben summed it up best: 


Many of the things in my life that I previously would have 
purchased are now borrowed for the short period of time that I 
have a use for them. I stream music and movies and rent 
electronic copies of books. I use Hubway to commute to work and 
rent the apartment in which I live. While I may have been 
resistant to this idea of limited ownership a few years ago, it has 
become a part of my daily life and I now embrace it. Renting an 
item gives much greater flexibility and access while providing a 
sense of freedom from the clutter and headaches of ownership. 


Ownership isn’t dead and it isn’t likely to completely die, but it can 
be deferred or discretionary in a way that’s unprecedented historically. 
The Gig Economy gives us options to rent or access cars (Zipcar, Uber), 
bikes (Hubway, Citi Bike), fully furnished apartments and homes 
(Airbnb, Onefinestay), clothes (Rent the Runway, Le Tote), jewelry 


(Haute Vault), and just about anything else. With the ability to access so 
much so easily, we need to come up with pretty compelling reasons to 
buy. 

There’s even a lifestyle emerging built on the foundation of the access 
economy. Prerna Gupta, a serial entrepreneur, wrote about her 
experience living what she calls “the Airbnb lifestyle.”1 She and her 
husband lived in several countries over the course of the year, staying in 
temporary Airbnb housing in every location and carrying all of their 
possessions in a few suitcases. Her experience made her question the 
need to return to a traditional home-based life and led to a “palpable 
change” in her relationship with her possessions. She believes that the 
Airbnb lifestyle will become more common in part due to the changes in 
how we work. “Work is becoming much more fluid, and workers have 
increasing control over when and where they work. This makes them 
less tied down.” Owning, after all, reduces flexibility. 

The ability to access instead of own is not yet equally available. 
Urban areas offer the greatest opportunity to reduce our levels of 
ownership, particularly since both transportation and housing, which 
are the largest expenses in most households, can be more easily accessed 
(rented) in cities. We can significantly increase our financial flexibility 
just by turning these two large fixed costs into equal-sized or smaller 
variable expenses. 

This geographic dispersion in the ability to access goods and services 
is inverting the relative cost of life in the suburbs versus the city. The 
suburbs, with their high fixed costs, ownership-dominated lifestyle, and 
limited offerings of on-demand goods and services, start to seem 
disproportionately expensive. As cities transform into access economies 
where goods and services are flexible, convenient, and available on 
demand, they become more attractive to Gig Economy workers on 
variable, unstable incomes. 


Ownership and the Thief of Debt 


Perspectives on debt have changed in the Gig Economy. Financial 
experts used to talk about the differences between “good debt,” such as 
mortgages and student loans, and “bad debt,” including car loans and 
credit card balances. This distinction has become less relevant because 
in the Gig Economy it’s become so much riskier to carry any debt. It’s 
hard to make the case for committing to high fixed-debt payments in an 
economy of insecure jobs and variable income. 

Whether it’s good or bad, debt always increases your risk, robs you of 


flexibility, and appropriates your options. It can limit your ability to 
change jobs, move, start your own business, or take time off. It claims 
your financial future. In the worst case, debt forces you to build a 
lifestyle around supporting your payments instead of around your 
priorities and goals. 

America is a highly indebted nation. We regularly take on “bad debt” 
to buy goods that rapidly depreciate in value. We pay high fees on credit 
cards and loans to buy cars, consumer goods, jewelry, and clothing, 
little of which we need, much of which we want, all of which starts 
losing value as soon as we walk out of the store. But our largest debt 
doesn’t come from Saturdays at the mall or the car dealership. The 
biggest sources of debt in the United States arise from taking on the 
“good debt” of mortgages and student loans.2 Let’s look at these further. 


The Truth about Home Ownership 


The benefits of access over ownership seem clear for consumer goods 
that we don’t use every day. But how does it work for the very large and 
very expensive purchase of a home? Does ownership make more sense 
then? Aren’t mortgages “good debt”? 

For many Americans, the decision to buy a home isn’t primarily 
financial. Instead, it’s based on emotional and personal factors. If where 
or how we live is high on our list of personal priorities, then we might 
be willing to incur some financial underperformance to achieve our 
particular vision of home life. We might want to buy or own, for 
sentimental reasons, the house that’s been in our family for decades, 
even if needs a lot of costly work. Not every house-buying decision is a 
purely financial one, but even then, it still makes sense to clearly 
understand the financial consequences of those choices. 

Evaluated solely as a financial decision, homeownership is a risky 
investment. Houses are highly leveraged, mostly illiquid, very 
expensive, and immovable assets. Any objective financial assessment 
would conclude that it makes sense to hold an asset with those 
characteristics only as a small percent of a larger, mostly liquid, and 
lower-risk portfolio. But that’s not what happens in the United States. 


Home Ownership Is Killing the Middle Class 


Edward Wolff, an economist at New York University, studies wealth 
distribution and the impact of home ownership of the wealthiest 1 
percent of Americans compared to the next 19 percent, which he calls 
the upper middle class, and the middle 60 percent, which he calls the 


broad middle class. His results are alarming:3 


MNearly two thirds of the wealth of middle class Americans is in their 
homes: a very highly concentrated and highly risky state of financial 
affairs. The broad middle class has 63 percent of their net worth 
(assets minus debt) in their principal residence. In contrast, the upper 
middle class has a much more diverse portfolio, with a little under 
one third (28 percent) of their net worth in their homes. The top 1 
percent tie up only 9 percent of their net worth in their primary 
residence. 


MAccording to Wolff, both the increasing gap in wealth inequality and 
the financially fragile state of the middle class stems from their 
overinvestment in their homes. The overconcentration in housing and 
the high levels of debt the middle class carry in their homes hurt 
them badly in the Great Recession and housing crisis of 2008. Wolff 
looked particularly at the years 2007 to 2013 to assess the impact of 
these two events and found that they hurt the broad middle class the 
most: “The sharp fall in median net worth and the rise in overall 
wealth inequality over these years are traceable primarily to the high 
leverage of middle-class families and the high share of homes in their 
portfolio.” 


WA recent report from the Pew Research Center also concluded that the 
differences in the percentage of housing that the upper and middle 
classes hold in their portfolios are increasing the wealth gap. It 
concluded that “the disparate trends in the wealth of middle-income 
and upper-income families are due to the fact that housing assumes a 
greater role in the portfolios of middle-income families.”4 The report 
notes that upper-income families had three times as much wealth as 
middle-income families in 1983 but ended 2013 with more than 
seven times as much. 


Middle-class Americans are overinvested in housing, and that 
investment is not paying off. Housing has delivered persistently low 
rates of return relative to other asset classes like stocks and mutual 
funds.5 The middle class has overinvested in an asset that 
underperforms. The long-term rate of return (from 1983-2013) for 
financial assets like stocks has been about 9 percent, compared to the 
3.5 percent return on residential real estate over that same time period. 
During the Great Recession and housing crisis (2007-2010), residential 
real estate returns fell by about 7 percent, twice as much as financial 
assets returns, which declined by only 3.7 percent. And real estate has 
been slow to recover. After the recession, from 2010-2013, residential 


real estate returned nearly 5 percent, but financial assets have delivered 
more than double the returns—over 12 percent. 

In every economic scenario—long term, crash, and recovery—it’s 
been better to hold financial assets than residential real estate. Yet the 
broad middle class holds only 3 percent of its assets in stocks and 
mutual funds, compared to holding over 60 percent of its net worth in 
housing. The returns data here is clear: If you’re looking for returns, buy 
financial assets, not residential real estate.6 

It’s important to note that these returns data are national averages, 
but real estate is both local and personal. Even though housing as an 
asset class has performed poorly, there are pockets of outperformance. 
Homeowners in parts of Brooklyn, Boston, and San Francisco, for 
example, have largely seen their properties appreciate. Whether or not 
those increases outperform the stock market depends on the particular 
property and many other factors. Home ownership can be a good 
investment, and some residential real estate does generate attractive 
returns, but across the United States, those outcomes are the exception, 
not the norm. 


The Three Myths of Home Ownership 


If the returns from residential real estate are low and owning too much 
house in your portfolio is risky, then why is there still such widespread 
demand to purchase a home? The answer is partly due to the persistent 
narrative about the financial benefits of home ownership. Many 
Americans accept the premise of home ownership as the foundation of 
the American Dream and default to that option without carefully 
considering the financial risks or evaluating other options. 

The U.S. government has gone to great lengths at great cost to 
encourage home ownership through the mortgage interest deduction, 
interest deductions on home equity lines of credit, and favorable capital 
gains tax treatment of the sale of a primary residence. The American 
Dream narrative and these government policies rely on the 
unquestioning acceptance of the three common myths of home 
ownership. 


MYTH #1: My home will appreciate in value. 

Truth: Maybe, maybe not, depending on general economic conditions, 
your specific real estate market, the type of house you buy, the 
condition it’s in, how well you maintain it, and where in the real estate 
cycle you buy and sell it. 


MYTH #2: Owning “builds equity.” 

Truth: Relies on Myth #1. Ownership only builds equity if you buy a 
house that maintains or increases its value. You can make mortgage 
payments for a decade, but one sharp fall in the real estate market could 
put you in a position of negative equity, where the home is worth less 
than the remaining amount you owe on it. 

You also only build equity if you hold the house for many years. The 
early years of mortgages are dominated by interest payments, not 
principal payments, so you build equity very slowly for more than a 
decade. If you buy a house through an interest-only loan, you don’t 
build any equity at all by paying your mortgage. 


MYTH #3: | can deduct mortgage interest payments on my taxes. 
Truth: The majority of Americans aren’t able to deduct mortgage interest 
on their taxes. The reason is that the mortgage interest deduction is only 
applied if you itemize deductions on your tax return, which, according 
to Tax Policy Center figures, only 30 percent of Americans do.7 It only 
makes sense to itemize if your itemized deductions exceed the standard 
deduction (which in 2015 was $12,600 for a married couple filing 
jointly and $6,300 for a single person). For most Americans, the 
standard deduction will be higher than their itemized deductions, so 
they won’t itemize. The Tax Policy Center reports that “The mortgage 
interest deduction (MID) provides the largest benefits in total and as a 
share of income to upper-middle-income taxpayers.”8 


The Real Costs of Owning a Home 


Data on the mediocre returns from residential real estate may seem 
counterintuitive because you may have heard people (especially older 
generations) talk about the low prices they paid for their homes 
compared to the high prices they would sell for today. Those types of 
comparisons are flawed because they don’t take into account inflation or 
incorporate the level of risk the buyer assumed, and they fail to include 
the total costs of the home. 

There are a number of mortgage calculators online to help you assess 
the total cost of a home. According to the Federal Reserve, the median 
sales price for new homes sold in the United States at the end of 2015 
was $297,000.9 For ease of math, let’s look at an example for a 
$300,000 home, as well as a $500,000 home for comparison. In our 
example, both have a fixed 30-year mortgage at a 4-percent interest 
rate, with a 10-percent down payment. At the end of 30 years, assuming 
you don’t refinance or prepay, the total all-in, out-of-pocket cash costs of 


your $300,000 house will be $622,121, and the total cost of your 
$500,000 house will be more than $1 million dollars, or $1,031,867, to 
be exact. 

Wait, what? How can a $500,000 house end up costing over a million 
dollars? Here’s the math over 30 years (I used the mortgage calculator 
at mlcalc.com to run these numbers. In the table below, the assumptions 
I used are in parentheses, so you can rerun the calculation with different 
numbers). 


TOTAL HOME PRICE VS. TOTAL HOME COST 
10% down, 4% interest rate, 30-year fixed mortgage 


Down payment (10%) $30,000 Down payment (10%) $50,000 

Principal $270,000 | Principal $450,000 
TOTAL HOME PRICE $300,000 TOTAL HOME PRICE $500,000 
Interest (4%) $194,048 | Interest (4%) $323,413 
Property tax ($3,000/yr)* $90,000 Property tax ($5,000/yr)* $150,000 


Home insurance ($1,000/yr)* | $30,000 Home insurance ($1,500/yr)* | $45,000 


Mortgage insurance (until $8,073 Mortgage insurance (until 
2021) í 2021) 


TOTAL HOME COST $622,121 TOTAL HOME COST $1,031,868 


$13,455 


*In this model, the property tax and insurance remained constant over 
the life of the mortgage. Therefore, the total home costs displayed here 
are understated. If we modeled realistic annual increases in taxes and 
insurance, the total cost would be higher. These figures also don’t 
include any annual maintenance costs, or any cost of renovations, 
improvements, or upgrades during the 30 years. If we added these 
costs in, the total cost would be higher. Finally, these examples don’t 
include the mortgage interest deduction. 


These simplified examples illustrate that the total home cost, even 
without tax increases or ongoing maintenance or upgrades, is more than 
double the price the homeowner paid. And this is in a low-interest-rate 
environment. As recently as the mid-2000s, mortgage rates ranged from 
five to seven percent, compared to the recent three- to four-percent 
environment. 


But What if | Really Want to Own a Home? 


Home ownership is not always a bad financial idea, but for most middle- 
class Americans it is. The way middle-class Americans purchase houses 
(with too much debt) and own them (as too large a part of their 
portfolio), it’s difficult to make a compelling case for home ownership. 
Many Americans also live in real estate markets with persistently low 
demand, stagnating or declining prices, and limited activity. When is 
home ownership a better financial idea? It can make sense if you 
purchase a house: 


® With significant equity (a large down payment) 

With a small mortgage (meaning you buy smaller or buy later in 
life, when you're richer) 

mAs a small percentage of your overall assets and investment 
portfolio (meaning you buy smaller, later in life, or when you’re 
richer) 

Located in an area with significant demand, like dense, urban, or 
near-urban areas, gentrifying neighborhoods, or destination 
locations (not the middle of Random Suburb, USA) 


If you buy under these conditions, even if prices decline, you will be 
better positioned to weather the storm. The lessons from 2008 were 
clear: Too many Americans owned too much house financed by too 
much debt in unattractive real estate markets. If you’re going to buy a 
house, steer clear of those mistakes. 


Accessing a Home 


There is some evidence that the access economy is growing for 
residential housing. The most recent research from Harvard’s Joint 
Center on Housing Studies shows that 37 percent of U.S. households 
now rent, the highest level since the 1960s.10 The number of households 
renting has grown more rapidly over this past decade (2005-2015) than 
any decade in the past 50 years. Renting has become more prevalent 
across all age groups, all income levels, and all household types. To 
evaluate the possibility (and financial impact) of renting, start with 
online calculators that can give you a preliminary idea of the financial 
differences between renting and buying both a home and a car.11 
Accessing housing instead of owning it might make more sense at 
various stages in your life. 

If renting doesn’t sound appealing, there is a new “Airbnb lifestyle” of 
accessing housing that might be more interesting. Returning ex-pats 


Elaine Kuok and David Roberts wrote about the year they spent living 
“home-free” in Airbnb apartments around New York City to explore a 
variety of neighborhoods.12 Their lifestyle offers them flexibility they 
couldn’t have if they were committed to a year-long lease or a 
multidecade mortgage. I contacted David on Twitter for an update, and, 
as of this writing, he and Elaine are enjoying a second year of their 
home-free lifestyle. 

The market for accessing housing is young but is continuing to grow. 
WeWork, the company that offers coworking space for rent in major 
cities here and abroad, just launched its first We-Live property in New 
York City, with month-to-month rentals of fully furnished and decorated 
apartments. As demand for accessing housing increases, we can expect 
to see even more options emerge. 


Diploma Debt 


The second-largest expense Americans have is student loans. Buying an 
education and “owning” a diploma is expensive. Student loans have long 
been considered good debt because an investment in a college education 
pays off. Studies and statistics consistently show that college graduates 
earn more than non-college graduates over their lifetimes, which offers 
the most compelling support for the argument that college is an 
investment worth borrowing for.13 

What’s missing from the studies is the list of implicit assumptions that 
a strong case for borrowing must include: whether you attend a quality 
school, if you get a job after college (the unemployment and 
underemployment rates among college graduates are historically 
highi4), and whether you earn a reasonable income relative to your 
debt levels (many graduates don’t and name student loan repayments as 
their biggest expense, even above rent). Only when those conditions are 
met is there a strong argument for suggesting that taking out student 
loans is a sensible financial decision. 


The Risk of Diploma Debt 


Student loans might be “good debt,” but they’re also risky debt. The 
student loan lenders such as Sallie Mae used to take on meaningful 
repayment risk, as lenders normally should and do, but that risk has 
been mitigated by regulations that limit their exposure to defaults. For 
example, if the borrower falls behind in payments, government-backed 


student loan lenders have the right to garnish wages with just 30 days’ 
notice and without a court order.15 Contrary to popular opinion, student 
loans can be discharged through bankruptcy proceedings but only 
through a separate adversary proceeding. Only 0.1 percent of people 
with student debt apply for the proceeding when they file for 
bankruptcy.16 The colleges themselves take no risk because their tuition 
is paid in advance each semester. That leaves the borrower as the only 
risk-taker in the student loan transaction. 


Dealing with Diploma Debt 


If you’ve already taken on student loan debt, then your choices for 
dealing with it are limited. You can refinance it to a lower interest rate, 
defer it, forbear it, apply for reduced payments, consolidate it, or spend 
the time and energy to pay it down as quickly as possible and move on 
with your life. How far down the road of fiscal parsimony you’re willing 
to go to rid yourself of student loan debt depends on your goals and 
priorities and your tolerance for financial sacrifice. There are now 
numerous websites and blogs of graduates sharing their experiences and 
techniques for rapidly (usually in under a year) paying down their 
student loan debt. Joe Mihalic’s website No More Harvard Debt is 
perhaps one of the better-known examples. 17 

On his site, Joe chronicled his quest to pay down $90,000 of business 
school debt in 10 months. He not only achieved this goal, he exceeded 
it. Joe was able to pay down his debt ahead of schedule, in just seven 
months, by cutting expenses, taking on side gigs, and selling and renting 
his stuff. Many of you will consider Joe’s approach to be extreme, and it 
is, but it was also an effective and short-term strategy. If you feel as 
strongly about one of your own big, audacious goals, whether it’s debt 
repayment or some other ambition, you might relate to being 
ferociously committed to accomplishing it and understand the 
willingness to do whatever it takes. 

In an unexpected turn of events, there are early signs that employers 
are stepping in to relieve some of the financial burden of student loan 
debt. In 2016, companies like Fidelity, PricewaterhouseCoopers, and 
Natixis have piloted or introduced student loan repayment benefits in 
which they pay a fixed amount per year (at Fidelity it’s $2,000) toward 
an employee’s student loan balance.18 Until it becomes much easier and 
more common to access credentials without owning a degree, this is a 
positive step toward reducing the financial burden of student loan debt 
on borrowers. 

The college degree that used to land us in a well-paying, full-time 


corporate job can also terminate in a post-graduate life of debt, living in 
our parents’ homes in our old bedrooms. We take a risk when we take 
on student loan debt, and regardless of the outcome, we still have to 
pay. Yet the data is clear that a college degree is the minimum 
requirement for many professional jobs. A college degree won’t 
guarantee you better work and higher earnings, but it’s likely to 
improve your odds. 


Accessing Education 


The Gig Economy is still in the early stages of a transition from a 
credentials-based economy of degrees, titles, and brand names to a 
skills-based economy that values specific knowledge and experience. Ivy 
League graduates and managing directors at Wall Street firms are still 
benefiting from the market-signaling effect of their degrees and titles, 
but the power of those credentials is waning in favor of workers with 
demonstrable experience and expertise. 

We’re seeing new ways of work emerge in which demonstrated skills, 
knowledge, and ratings from prior work experiences are what matter, 
not where you went to school or what degrees you have. Topcoder, 
Upwork, Freelancer, and 99designs are places to find work and build a 
reputation regardless of your degree and title-based credentials. 

The premise behind these and other sites is that the work we do, the 
content we create, and results from skills and knowledge tests provide a 
more accurate assessment of skills and knowledge than a diploma or 
title. Ernst & Young in the United Kingdom conducted an internal study 
of 400 graduates and found no evidence correlating professional success 
with prior education, but they did find that strengths-based and numeric 
assessments were good indicators of whether a candidate would succeed 
at the firm. Based on the results, E&Y has removed academic criteria as 
a requirement for its entry-level positions.19 It’s an early and bold move 
away from the signaling effect of college grades and degrees. At most 
companies, assessments and tests are recruiting tools that supplement 
academic degrees and corporate titles, but we can imagine a day when 
they begin to supplant them. 


ACCESS IS THE NEW OWNERGHIP 


The U.S. economy depends heavily on consumer spending and demand. 
If the access economy continues to grow and increasingly replaces 
ownership, it will disrupt the national economy. If individuals 


increasingly access instead of own their houses and cars and accelerate 
their renting of consumer goods that they used to buy, the economic 
impact will be significant and widespread. 

For individuals, the access economy is nothing short of a personal 
financial revolution. Imagine and evaluate the flexibility, variety, and 
cost savings you could potentially realize by accessing consumer goods, 
cars, and housing. What would the impact be on your personal balance 
sheet? Ownership will still make sense in some cases and during some 
phases of life, but no longer needs to be the default choice. In a Gig 
Economy of insecure jobs and variable income, accessing the goods we 
want and need, without the debt, fixed costs, and physical ownership of 
so much stuff can be an attractive alternative. 


To start thinking access, not ownership, consider: 


>What would be the financial implications of accessing the biggest 
assets I own? 


PIs home ownership for me, and what are the financial 
implications and costs of owning? 


» Are there ways I can reduce my education debt? 


» What opportunities are there for me to access education in the 
future? 


SAVE FOR A TRADITIONAL RETIREMENT... BUT 
DON’T PLAN ON HAVING ONE 


Yet there is no country and no people, | think, who can look forward 
to the age of leisure and of abundance without a dread. 


—JOHN MAYNARD KEYNES 


The elephant in the Gig Economy room is the question of when, and 
whether, we can ever stop working. If our working lives consist of 
multiple jobs and variable income, can we retire? The good news is that, 
yes, we can still retire. The Gig Economy retirement may never be the 
corporate-funded, work-free decades they once were, but there’s a case 
to be made that with thoughtful planning and commitment, retirement 
can still exist. 

The less-good news is that we have to save for and finance retirement 
ourselves. Corporate pensions are no longer around to foot the bill. 
Instead, employers have mass migrated to offering defined contribution 
retirement plans, such as 401(k)s, in which employees decide for 
themselves whether to participate in the plan, how much to contribute, 
and where to invest their contributions. Pensions still exist in the public 
sector for government workers and teachers but are generally 
underfunded, in some cases severely.1 Government sources of retirement 
funds, like Social Security, appear unreliable at best and insolvent at 
worst, depending on your generation. 


There are three discrete possibilities to retire in the Gig Economy: 


Save to finance a traditional retirement 
Plan to work longer and retire later 
Create a new vision of retirement 


Let’s look at each in turn. 


Save to Finance a 
Traditional Retirement 


Saving for retirement is a daunting task, but in the Gig Economy, 
independent workers have the opportunity to save more for retirement 
than a typical employee. Contractors and other independent workers 
who don’t have access to a company-sponsored retirement plan can still 
save on their own through an Individual 401(k) or a SEP IRA.2 Both 
options provide significantly higher contribution limits for independent 
workers—up to $53,000 per year—than employer-sponsored 401(k)s. 
The maximum employee contribution to an employer’s 401(k) is 
$18,000 per year. 

To illustrate with a simplified example, I used Vanguard’s (simplified) 
online calculator to determine the eligible contributions of a contractor 
(sole proprietor) with $100,000 in net earnings.3 That worker is eligible 
to contribute over $36,000 to her individual 401(k), compared to 
$18,000 for a similarly compensated employee participating in a 
company 401(k). Although employees are limited to contributing 
$18,000 to their 401(k)s, many employers offer a company match to 
supplement employees’ contributions. In 2015, employers were allowed 
to contribute up to $35,000 to an employee’s 401(k), but very few 
companies contribute anywhere near that amount. The average 
employer match is just 4.7 percent of employee salary.4 

The opportunity to save more is even greater for more-highly-paid 
consultants and contractors. Using our simplified calculator, a contractor 
with net earnings of $185,000 is eligible to contribute the maximum 
$53,000 annually to retirement savings. The higher contribution limits 
make it easier for independent workers to “catch up” and save much 
more for retirement in their highest earning years and scale back in 
leaner times. This flexibility is better suited to the variable incomes that 
characterize the Gig Economy. 

The table below summarizes how much more self-employed and 
contract workers are eligible to contribute to retirement accounts 
compared to employees. 


Independent Workers Are Eligible to Save More for Retirement 
Annually than Employees 


Eligible 2015 Maximum Contribution* 


Participants 


Individual 401(k), Self-employed/ Up to $18,000 as an employee (plus 
also called Solo partnership/ another $6,000 if 50+ years old) plus up to 
401(k) contractor/ 25 percent of net earnings as an employer, 
freelancer or $53,000, whichever is less 
SEP IRA Self-employed/ 25 percent of compensation or $53,000, 
partnership/ whichever is less 
contractor/ 
freelancer 
401(k)/403(b)/527, Employee/ Employee: $18,000 (plus another $6,000 if 
etc. Employer 50+ years old); Employer: $35,000 or 100 


percent of employee salary, whichever is 
less* 


Traditional or Roth | Employee and/or | $5,500 (plus another $1,000 if 50+ years 
IRA self-employed/ old)* 

contractor/ 

freelancer 


* For specific definitions and calculations, see www.irs.gov/pub/ 
irs-pdf/p560.pdf and www.irs.gov/Retirement-Plans/One- 
Participant-401(k)-Plans 


All workers, both employees and contractors, can also contribute to 
an IRA, up to a limit of $5,500 for those under age 50 and $6,500 for 
those over age 50.5 In theory, then, a well-paid contractor could 
contribute $58,500 annually to retirement accounts—a maximum 
$53,000 to an Individual 401(k) and another $5,500 to a traditional or 
Roth IRA. This compares to $23,000 a company employee could 
contribute to a 401(k) ($18,000) and an IRA ($5,500). 

Of course, there’s a big difference between having the opportunity to 
save and actually saving. Therein lies the crux of the problem for both 
Gig Economy workers and traditional employees, both of whom have a 
persistent tendency to not save, regardless of the opportunity to do so. 

Americans on average aren’t good savers.6 We have a very low 
savings rate as a nation, and it trends even lower when it comes to 
saving for retirement. This trend is understandable for lower-income 
workers whose ability to save is limited, but in fact our poor savings 
behavior is persistent across income ranges. Economist Allison Schrager 
has written about what she calls “high-earning poor people.”7 She 
analyzed Federal Reserve data and found that upper-middle-class 
workers age 40 to 55 with annual incomes $75,000 to $100,000 have, 
on average, less than one year’s salary saved for retirement. They 
reported an average of just $70,000 in retirement savings. In that same 
income range, a full one-quarter of individuals had saved less than 


$17,500. 

Most Americans (54 percent) have less than $25,000 in retirement 
savings and investments.8 Some studies of middle-class Americans place 
that number even lower, at a median of $20,000.9 

Those amounts are nowhere near enough to cover any kind of 
retirement. Estimates on how much retirees need to just cover 
healthcare costs are multiples of what most Americans have saved. A 
couple with “average income” should expect healthcare costs in 
retirement of about $266,000.10 Adding in dental, vision, and hearing 
costs brings the total to $395,000, and that still doesn’t include long- 
term care or the amounts needed to cover general living expenses. 

This lack of retirement savings is not just a Gig Economy problem. 
Companies have shifted the risk, and burden, of saving for retirement to 
employees, but employees simply aren’t saving sufficiently. About half 
of private-sector workers in traditional full-time jobs have access to a 
401(k) or another retirement plan at work. On average, over 60 percent 
of employees (this percentage varies by age, income, and size of 
company) choose to participate in them, but they still don’t save enough 
to replace just one year of their current income during retirement.11 
Even when they have access to a company retirement plan that offers 
them automatic savings through payroll deductions and matching 
employer contributions, workers don’t contribute very much to them. 
Employees choose to invest, on average, just 5 to 7 percent of their 
salary, and many employees don’t contribute enough to take full 
advantage of the employer match.12 Surveys by both Vanguard and 
Wells Fargo have found that the median 401(k) balances hover around 
$30,000.13 

The takeaway from all this data is that those of us who plan to retire 
must plan to finance it ourselves, and the best way to do so is to save 
through at least two vehicles: an IRA and either a 401(k) or SEP IRA. We 
also have to do a better job of actually saving. The prior two chapters 
offer suggestions for increasing our financial flexibility, as well as 
reducing the amount of money we tie up in owning, and servicing the 
debt to own, large assets. Following are three more suggestions about 
how to increase retirement savings. 


Increase savings by saving automatically: If you want to be a better 
saver, stop procrastinating and set up an automatic savings plan (like 
direct deposit) so you don’t have to think about it. Researchers from 
Stanford and the University of Minnesota have found that 
procrastination (which they refer to as “present-biased preferences”) 
causes individuals to make plans in the present but delay actions until 
the future.14 Policymakers have suggested automatic enrollment in 


retirement savings plans as a way to overcome this issue, and in fact 
participation rates in automatic enrollment plans are about 10 
percent higher than optional enrollment plans (77 percent vs. 68 
percent of those eligible).15 


Increase savings by picking the right time horizon: Look ahead and 
think long term to motivate saving for retirement. We saw in chapter 
1 that selecting the right time horizon can help us achieve our goals. 
Research from the Social Security Administration shows that workers 
who have a short time horizon (e.g., the next few months, next year) 
are less likely to save for retirement than those planning with longer 
time horizons in mind (e.g., the next 5 to 10 years). 


Increase savings by developing a financial plan: We discussed in 
chapter 8 how having a financial plan creates a framework to help us 
achieve our financial goals. It can also help us save. Research 
conducted by the Certified Financial Planner (CFP) Board and the 
Consumer Federation of America found that households that did even 
basic financial planning had a significant increase in retirement 
planning and savings.16 


The need to save for retirement is a recent phenomenon. Americans 
age 65 and older, known as the Great Generation, have amassed 
significant wealth and have been the “greatest economic gainers in this 
century,” according to a recent Pew report.17 They are the last 
generation that will enjoy the guaranteed trifecta of corporate pensions, 
fully funded Social Security, and Medicare to fund a comfortable and 
secure retirement. This generation also benefited from a persistent 
increase in real estate prices that created wealth and introduced 
financial flexibility into their lives. The beneficiaries of this economic 
largesse should be the current generation of older workers, the Baby 
Boomers, who are just now retiring. A recent report by Accenture found 
that a Great Transfer of over $12 trillion is currently passing from the 
Great Generation to the Baby Boomers and will supplement their 
retirement.18 

But there’s an even Greater Transfer of $30 trillion that Baby 
Boomers will hand down to Generation X starting in 2031. Gen X is the 
first generation that will rely mostly on their own savings to fund 
retirement. They missed the era of funded corporate pensions and are 
the first generation to have to wait until age 67 to receive full Social 
Security benefits. This peak transfer could provide a just-in-time 
financial cushion to this under-resourced generation. Unfortunately, 
estimates suggest that it will only be a small cushion, not a silver bullet 


that secures Gen X’s retirement. Today’s seniors are living longer—85 + 
is one of the fastest-growing age brackets in the United States—which 
means that they spend more of their assets during their lives and incur 
significant healthcare expenses, both of which limit the capital they 
have available to hand down to future generations.19 For Gen X and 
later generations, saving is the best and most secure way to plan for 
retirement. 


Plan to Work Longer and Retire Later 


Many workers believe that if they don’t have sufficient retirement 
savings, they can just work longer, earn more money, and retire later. 
More than one-third (37 percent) of workers expect to retire after age 
65, compared to 11 percent in 1991.20 More than half of workers age 
40+ plan to work into their 70s because they won’t have enough 
retirement savings to live comfortably.21 

Fortunately, the Gig Economy offers retirees more opportunities to 
work. Granny might not be able to hold a full-time corporate job into 
her 70s, but now there are many other options for her to work part time, 
at home, and on her own schedule. She can dog sit on Rover.com, host 
dinners for paying diners through Feastly or EatWith, or rent a room of 
her house on Airbnb. She can work remotely on administrative or other 
small tasks on Upwork or as an Amazon Mechanical Turk. She can drive 
for Uber a few hours a week or babysit through Care.com. In the Gig 
Economy, retirees looking to supplement Social Security or an 
underfunded IRA can more easily than ever find flexible (and even 
home-based) work to generate incremental income. 

Even with more options for flexible work, planning to work longer is 
a risky plan because we don’t fully control when we’ll stop working. 
Unanticipated health or disability can and do force older workers to stop 
working earlier than they planned. Recent surveys found that nearly 
one-half (46 percent) of retirees leave the workforce earlier than they 
planned and that the majority of those (55 percent) leave involuntarily 
because of health or disability issues.22 The director of one of the 
surveys noted that: 


Half the retirees in this study retired earlier than expected for 
reasons beyond their control. People who think working longer— 
perhaps into their 70s or later—is a retirement plan should realize 
they may not be able to work longer. Unforeseen circumstances 
crop up, and this is really important for people to recognize. 23 


Retiring earlier than planned due to health problems is double 
trouble because we lose working income we had projected and 
healthcare costs surge. Companies used to bear the risk of retiree 
healthcare costs by providing private insurance that supplemented 
Medicare, but not anymore. Today, less than one-quarter (23 percent) of 
companies offer retiree health benefits.24 Health problems or disability 
can also limit our ability to generate even incremental income through 
flexible or home-based work. 

Working longer before retiring is a possibility but not something we 
can reliably plan. It gives us the option to generate supplemental income 
during retirement, not survive it. 


Create a New Vision of Retirement 


Many people still think of traditional retirement and imagine a sun- 
drenched, blissed-out end to working life: leisurely days of golf, 
swimming, grandchildren, and cocktail hours that start in the afternoon. 
That kind of retirement can still exist if it’s what we want and if we’re 
willing to save for it. There are many other versions and visions of 
retirement, though, and it’s my hope that the exercises in this book that 
helped you articulate your priorities, understand your spending, and 
plan across multiple time horizons will also help you craft and create 
your ideal retirement. 

In the Gig Economy, retirement is less of an end to our working lives 
and the beginning of leisure than it is a continuation of the mix of work 
and leisure we’ve had all along. It’s a more fluid, and arguably more 
balanced, way to live. In the Gig Economy, our working lives are 
interspersed with periods of “mini-retirement,” and our “retirement” is 
intermingled with time spent working.25 We can use time between gigs 
and between jobs to pursue goals that prior generations deferred until 
retirement. We can travel, golf, live by a beach, and spend chunks of 
quality time with our family during breaks in our careers, not just at the 
end. We can also develop side gigs to develop our interests and passions 
during our working years—activities that we can then carry over into 
our retirement years. 

It’s a bit too early in the Gig Economy for there to be many examples 
of how workers have envisioned and taken retirement. In the meantime, 
today’s retirees can be a source of inspiration and ideas about how to 
create an interesting, fun, active, and meaningful retirement. Type the 
words retiree, blog, and adventure into Google and settle in for some 
reading about seniors who are engaging in service and volunteer work, 


traveling the United States by RV, Airbnb-ing their way around Europe, 
or writing about cultural life and activities in their city. Developing 
specific ideas now for what your ideal version of retirement looks like is 
a useful exercise. Creating a vision will help you estimate how much it’s 
likely to cost and help motivate you to save enough to realize it. 

Succeeding in the Gig Economy requires different skills than 
succeeding as an employee. If you’ve cultivated those skills—developing 
an opportunity mindset, diversifying your work, taking time between 
gigs, and becoming financially flexible—then you’ll have all the tools 
you need to create your own customized plan for the end of your 
working life. 


SAVING IS THE NEW PENSION 


Employers and the government have successfully pushed the risk and 
burden of funding retirement almost completely onto workers, and there 
are no signs of that reversing. Workers now have to rely on a mix of 
their own savings, continuing to work in some capacity for as long as 
possible, and creatively planning for their own version of retirement. 


As you think about preparing for retirement, consider: 


>How much can I save for retirement each year? 
>What can I do to become a better saver for my retirement? 


» How can I use all the rules and tools in this book to help me craft 
my own customized version of retirement? 


THE FUTURE GIG ECONOMY 


My father had one job in his lifetime, | will have six jobs in my lifetime, 
and my children will have six jobs at the same time. 


—ROBIN CHASE, FOUNDER OF ZIPCAR 


Our perceptions about work are formed at a very young age. From the 
time we’re kids, adults ask us what we want to be when we grow up, 
and the answers reflect what we see around us—employees in full-time 
jobs. We answer that we want to be teachers or doctors or firefighters. I 
haven’t yet heard a kid say that she wants to be a consultant, or a 
freelancer, or a contractor. But if I did, that’s the one I’d bet on, because 
that kid understands that employees in full-time jobs aren’t the future of 
work. By the time today’s kids grow up, becoming an employee and 
getting a full-time job will be the exception, not the rule. 


The Employee vs. Contractor Debate 


The Gig Economy is still emerging and gaining traction. Along the way, 
it’s exposing our obsolete, outdated, and confusing labor market 
policies. There has been much debate about how to change our laws and 
modify our labor markets in response to the Gig Economy. The most 
important and significant one centers on how to address the current 
categorization of workers as either employees or contractors. 

The distinction between contractor and employee is vague and 
variable but the cost difference to employers is considerable and clear. 
Full-time employees are estimated to be 30-40 percent more costly than 
contractors due to the added costs of taxes, insurance, and benefits.1 
Companies with full-time employees are required to pay federal income, 
Social Security, and Medicare taxes for each employee, as well as federal 
and state unemployment taxes and workers’ compensation. Some 
businesses are also required to provide Family Medical Leave (if they 


have more than 50 employees), and most companies pay the costs of 
voluntary benefits, including paid time off, access to health, disability 
and life insurance, and a 401(k) match. Companies aren’t required to 
offer these benefits, but many do. 

Our labor market policies force companies to offer work structured 
around rigid categories—employee vs. contractor—rather than allowing 
them to more precisely allocate labor to meet their business needs. Not 
unexpectedly, employers are actively arbitraging the cost disparity 
between the two types of workers. Many companies are reducing their 
number of employees and hiring more contractors, or even 
misclassifying workers, in order to realize lower labor costs.2 Even if 
companies would prefer more full-time, dedicated staff, our labor 
market policies provide incentives to hire more short-term, cheaper, 
contract labor than they otherwise would. 

For workers, policies that differentiate between employees and 
contractors create an economic “winner takes all” paradigm where, if 
you’re a full-time employee, you pay lower taxes and have access to a 
discounted package of employer-provided benefits and protections only 
available to workers in traditional jobs. Contractors, on the other hand, 
pay both employer and employee taxes on their earnings, and must 
attempt to purchase their own benefits on the private market, at much 
higher rates. Under our current labor market structure, workers are 
disproportionately better off if they’re full-time employees. 

This sharp economic divide between employee and contractor leads 
to excess demand for full-time jobs. It encourages workers to seek 
traditional, full-time, benefit-rich jobs, even if they would prefer less 
than full-time hours and be willing to take lower compensation in 
exchange. It also drives employers to seek and hire any labor except full- 
time employees, even if they would ideally prefer the dedicated 
attention of an employee that they could control and manage. 

The demarcation between employees and contractors introduces a 
“kink” in the labor market that creates permanent distortions and 
inefficiencies. Changing status from contractor to employee 
disproportionately increases costs to businesses and compensation to 
employees. The forced categorization of workers compels businesses to 
limit labor hours and the supply of full-time jobs and encourages 
workers who would prefer to work less to increase their demand for full- 
time work. This artificial divide between employees and contractors 
doesn’t optimize the preferences of either buyers or sellers of labor and 
creates a labor market that is in persistent disequilibrium. 

So far, the Department of Labor has not expressed an interest or 
willingness to quantify the size and growth of the Gig Economy through 
data collection, or enact any policy changes to support it. The 


government has stood inactively by, failing to update policies to offer 
increased security and financial stability to workers who don’t hold a 
full-time corporate job. It has stuck stubbornly to an old, outdated 
model that defines “jobs” and “employees” in ways that are increasingly 
irrelevant and obstruct innovation, growth, and opportunity. 

This old model is as confusing as it is outdated. The current 
definitions of employee and contractor are vague, qualitative, and vary 
among several different agencies. For example, the IRS provides a list of 
factors to help identify an employee versus a contractor, but the factors 
on the list are not easily quantified, weighted, or prioritized.3 The 
Department of Labor has issued an entirely different but equally 
subjective list of factors in its “administrator’s interpretation” of who is 
an employee and who is a contractor.4 The National Labor Relations 
Board (NLRB) has issued yet another list that it applies and weights on a 
case-by-case basis.5 

The government’s unwillingness to promulgate one set of clear 
definitions for employee and contractor shifts the risk of incorrectly 
classifying workers onto both companies and the workers themselves. 
The confusion and opacity around how to define each category and 
differentiate between the two has led to costly legal battles about how 
workers are classified, requires companies to take on regulatory and 
legal risk, and places workers in an uncertain position with employers. 

What will spur the government into action to update these antiquated 
labor market policies is anybody’s guess. What is clear is that the 
government enjoys some economic benefits of maintaining the status 
quo of our current employment market. As collector of tax revenues, the 
government prefers that there be more employees. Since companies are 
responsible for reporting and collecting taxes on behalf of their 
employees, the government sees a 99-percent tax compliance rate from 
employers, for income, Social Security, and Medicare taxes. If a worker 
switches categories and becomes a contractor, tax reporting and 
compliance drop to less than half (about 44 percent).6 If the government 
implements policy changes that support the rise of independent work 
and acknowledges the decline of the employee, the result will almost 
certainly be lower tax revenues. In 2015, payroll taxes represented 33 
percent of tax dollars raised, a meaningful percentage of the 
government’s inflows.7 

Government inaction and unwillingness to update labor policies is 
causing confusion, distorting the labor market, and forcing companies 
and workers to take on risk when they opt to work outside of the rigid 
constructs of a full-time job. Until government labor policies change, 
workers will continue to have no way to access certain benefits, rights, 
and protections unless they have a traditional job, and companies will 


continue to have both the opportunity and economic incentive to hire 
contractors instead of employees. 


What the Future Gig Economy Might Look Like 


The debate about what the future Gig Economy will look like has 
generated new proposals about how to reform and restructure our labor 
market. The following proposals represent a subset that have gained 
traction in the debate. They give us some early ideas about how the Gig 
Economy might evolve going forward. 


Eliminate Categorization of Workers 


First to go would most certainly be the complicated, ill-defined, and 
outdated distinctions between employee and contractor. A change in 
policy that removes this artificial “kink” in the market would eliminate 
the resulting inefficiencies and economic distortions that provide 
incentives for employers to arbitrage among categories of workers. 
Instead of hiring contractors because they’re so much cheaper than 
employees, an employer could just hire workers for however many hours 
they are needed.s 

If we allowed companies to more fluidly pay workers along a 
continuum rather than navigate and choose between discrete categories, 
both companies and workers could be better off. Companies could offer 
work structured entirely around the actual demands of their businesses, 
and workers could offer their labor based entirely on their specific 
preferences for work and income. If businesses could pay workers based 
on hours worked, it would create a liquid and more efficient labor 
market. It would eliminate the inefficiencies, perverse incentives, and 
arbitraging that the artificial classifications of our current labor system 
encourage. 


Add a Third Category of Worker 


Instead of eliminating worker categorization, one of the most common, 
incremental policy proposals for the Gig Economy is to add another 
one.9 Numerous academics and policy commentators propose creating a 
new third legal category of “independent worker” or “dependent 
contractor” as an intermediate category between employee and 
contractor. This third category of worker would get some but not all of 


the protections offered to traditional employees. This third option has 
already been tested and proven in Canada, Germany, and Spain. This 
proposal is incremental in that it simply augments our existing 
categorization system and maintains employers’ ability to arbitrage 
among categories. 


Offer Prorated and Portable Benefits 


Financial planner Michael Kitces sees a world where most workplaces no 
longer provide employee benefits. Instead, employers would allocate the 
money previously used for benefits directly to the employees as part of 
their salary or compensation. Employees then decide and select what 
benefits to purchase. In Kitces’s words, “After all, what’s the difference 
between an employer paying $50,000/year, plus $500/month for health 
insurance and a 3 percent contribution ($1,500) to a retirement plan, 
versus simply paying the employee $57,500 in salary and letting the 
employee make the decisions?”10 This proposal is administratively 
simple but relies on either private or government-assisted marketplaces 
(like the health exchanges under the Affordable Care Act) to provide 
individuals a way to select and purchase affordable benefits. 

Most other proposals are more administratively complex and involve 
an intermediary to manage the purchase of benefits. David Rolf and 
Nick Hanauer propose the proration, portability, and universality of 
benefits. With proration, the accrual of benefits is based on hours 
worked. If someone works 30 hours per week (out of a standard 40-hour 
work week), she should get three-quarters of full-time benefits from her 
place of work. Universality ensures that a basic set of benefits and labor 
standards must be standard across “all employers and all forms of 
employment.” This way, the difference in benefits between employees 
and contractors would become less pronounced. To ensure portability, 
the authors propose that these benefits are accrued via automatic 
payroll deductions and pooled into what they call a Shared Security 
Account, administered by a third party.11 

Steven Hill, a senior fellow at the New America Foundation and 
author of Raw Deal: How the “Uber” Economy and Runaway Capitalism are 
Screwing American Workers proposes a similar multiemployer plan that 
requires all employers to pay benefits to workers based on either hours 
worked or gross wages. The benefits payments would go into an 
Individual Security Account and then pay, via payroll deductions, into 
Social Security, Medicare, and unemployment. 12 


Create Wage Insurance 


Former Labor Secretary Robert Reich and public policy professor Robert 
LaLonde both advocate for a form of income insurance that protects 
independent workers from declines in income. The mechanics of the 
different proposals vary, but the idea is to reduce the volatility of the 
Gig Economy’s variable income. Income insurance could either 
supplement or replace unemployment insurance. In Reich’s example, if 
“your monthly income dips more than 50 percent below the average 
monthly income you’ve received from all the jobs you’ve taken over the 
preceding five years, you’d automatically receive half the difference for 
up to a year.”13 


Implement a Universal Basic Income 


Robert Reich and others have publicly come out in support of a 
universal basic income (UBI), or basic income guarantee.14 UBI is a 
guaranteed, fixed amount paid by the government to every citizen for 
life, regardless of employment or work status. In turn, governments 
eliminate public assistance and poverty programs such as 
unemployment and food assistance. UBI has not been implemented in 
any other country, so there is no empirical evidence about its effects and 
consequences. 

A twist on the UBI proposal is offered by British economist Tim 
Harford. He goes beyond suggesting that the government guarantee only 
income and proposes that the government provide healthcare, pensions, 
and income to everyone, at a very basic level. Anything above the state- 
provided “safety net” must be paid for by individuals themselves or by 
employers who provide them voluntarily. He calls his proposal 
“libertarianism with a safety net.”15 


Allow Contractors to Collectively Bargain 


The National Labor Relations Act applies only to employees, thus 
excluding independent contractors from the ability to bargain 
collectively. In the past, contractor attempts to unionize and bargain 
have been thwarted by invoking antitrust laws. The argument is that 
contractors who collectively bargain to set common rates are essentially 
colluding, which violates antitrust laws. However, in December 2015, 
the Seattle City Council voted to extend collective bargaining rights to 
Uber and Lyft drivers.16 In March, the U.S. Chamber of Commerce sued 
the city of Seattle, saying that the ordinance violates antitrust laws.17 


California is expected to introduce a similar bill covering independent 
contractors who work on on-demand platforms. 


What most of these proposals have in common is that they attempt to 
improve the current labor market by eliminating an employer’s ability to 
arbitrage between employees and contractors, and support worker 
choices about how to work. Their overarching goal is to allow workers 
in the Gig Economy to be able to access benefits and protections that are 
similar to what employees currently receive. 


The Future of ‘Good Jobs’ 


The growth of the Gig Economy has raised concerns that it is 
eliminating “good jobs,” which are required for a prosperous economy 
and a healthy middle class. As we discussed in the introduction, “bad 
jobs” are easy to spot because we all have a sense of what those are. 
They are jobs with low pay, few or no benefits, and low levels of 
autonomy, control, and meaning. Bad jobs are persistent in our current 
economy and the Gig Economy doesn’t make them go away. What it 
does do is create the opportunity to turn those bad jobs into better work, 
which is a step in the right direction. 

Good jobs, on the other hand, are more difficult to identify. There are 
many ways to think about what constitutes a good job. 


Gallup defines a good job as “one with 30+ hours of work a week 
with a consistent paycheck from an employer. A great job is a job 
in which you believe your boss cares about your development, 
you can use your individual strengths at work, and you believe 
your work makes a contribution to something.” 18 

Pm According to Zeynep Ton, an MIT professor and author of The 
Good Jobs Strategy, a good job is one “with decent pay, decent 
benefits, and stable work schedules” and where “employees can 
perform well and find meaning and dignity in their work.” 19 

Author Steven Hill says that a good job is one that provides 
“decent pay, healthcare, retirement, a safety net, with a measure 
of job security.”20 


These differing perspectives highlight the difficulty of defining what a 
“good job” really is. We can all agree that every worker wants to be paid 
well, but even what ‘well’ is varies tremendously. Not everyone puts 
compensation at the top of their list of what matters. There are plenty of 


workers who choose to take lower paying jobs over other, more 
lucrative options. Talk to just about anyone in the nonprofit world, in a 
public sector job, or aspiring to be an actor or artist, and discover why 
compensation isn’t most important. There are also many other workers 
who are willing to trade compensation for other job benefits, such as 
reduced hours, flexibility, or more time off. Some base level of 
compensation is clearly important, but we can’t precisely identify what 
it is, or what economics make for a good job. 

At its core, a good job, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. 
Worker expectations matter in any assessment of what a good job is. 
One person’s dream job is another’s version of a Dilbert cartoon. Some 
people want work to challenge and absorb them. They derive a sense of 
Flow, or deep enjoyment and creativity, from their days and look for a 
job that provides that feeling.21 Others want to go to work and then 
leave it completely behind at the end of the day. 

Even if we wanted more good jobs—however we define them—the 
reality is that jobs are becoming more scarce. Full-time job creation has 
been declining over the past decade and is at historic lows. Employees 
are an expensive and inflexible source of labor. Corporations are 
automating tasks, outsourcing, and contracting out work in order to 
avoid hiring full-time employees, who have become the worker of last 
resort. These trends suggest that we won’t sustain the middle class by 
clinging to the old employee-in-a-job model. Instead, we’re left to 
consider a different foundation for the middle class that is realistic and 
sustainable in the Gig Economy. 

The traditional economic foundation of the middle class is already 
crumbling because it was built on the expectation of—no, the reliance on 
—steady and long-term income from secure full-time jobs. Now that no 
job—no matter how you define it—is secure, any lifestyle built upon the 
assumption of a steady, uninterrupted flow of income is risky at best, 
delusional at worst. Any prudent economic plan has to include the 
probability that income will vary, and jobs will change. The middle class 
will have to be rebuilt on a different foundation in the Gig Economy. 
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This new foundation of the middle class is smaller. It won’t support the 
heavy weight of debt and consumption that characterized the old middle 
class lifestyle. As we enter a work world that doesn’t offer a long-term 
reliable income or any sense of job security, we should expect to see 


workers choosing a far less leveraged, more variable cost lifestyle 
because they don’t know what the future holds. 

The highly leveraged, high-overhead middle-class lifestyle simply 
isn’t sustainable in the Gig Economy 


The Future of Work: 
Stop Looking for a Job 


As we’ve seen throughout this book, we can, through a portfolio of 
diverse work, and independent of a full-time job, achieve decent pay, 
access good benefits, including our own healthcare coverage and 
retirement savings, have autonomy and control, pursue work that we 
believe is meaningful, and structure a life that is consistent with our 
vision of success and our priorities. In the Gig Economy, we can simply 
remove the rigid framework of a job and instead talk about how to 
encourage an economy of good work, no matter how it is organized and 
structured. We can achieve the benefits of a good job without having to 
get a job. 

This finding has enormous implications for workers, employers, and 
our economy. If we can accept that the future of work is based on work, 
not jobs, then we can start changing policies to give workers benefits, 
protections, and rights no matter how much or how they work. We can 
close the enormous loophole that allows (and provides incentives for) 
companies to avoid paying taxes and benefits for workers who aren’t 
employees. And we can stop focusing on “job creation” as a policy goal 
and instead focus on “work creation.” We can advocate for policies that 
encourage and support workers to work however they choose: in jobs, as 
a contractor, by the project, or on-demand. 

Our labor market needs to reflect that work in the Gig Economy 
doesn’t always, or even mostly, take place in a job. We no longer have 
to work for a single employer, in a prestructured, predefined, rigidly 
organized job, to obtain the benefits of a good job. In the Gig Economy, 
we can stop looking for a good job, and focus instead on finding good 
work. 

Independent workers are still a small slice of today’s workforce, but 
the Gig Economy is growing rapidly. Today’s kids will still grow up in 
world dominated by full-time employees. Tomorrow’s kids are likely to 
enter a workforce where fewer and fewer people are full-time employees 
in full-time jobs. Having a diverse portfolio of work will be the new 
normal, and being a full-time employee for a single employer the 
exception. 


When we ask kids of the future what they want to be when they grow 
up they won’t have an answer. 
They’ll have a list. 
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THE ECONOMY OF YOU 


By Kimberly Palmer 


Check out this excerpt from The Economy of You: Discover Your Inner 
Entrepreneur and Recession-Proof Your Life 

The Economy of You recounts story after story of people who are 
liberating themselves from financial strain. A deli employee who makes 
custom cakes at night. An instrument repairman who sells voice-overs 
on his website. A videographer who started a profitable publishing 
house on the side. Even the author’s own entrepreneurial journey, 
triggered by the job anxieties of a turbulent profession and income 
demands of a new baby. Her self-created series of financial planners, 
along with extra freelance work, supplied the additional revenue stream 
she needed. 

Your current job may be comfortable, but there’s no guarantee it will 
grow sufficiently to cover rising expenses—or even last beyond the next 
paycheck. It’s up to YOU to build stability by tapping into your inner 
entrepreneur and becoming a money-making engine. It’s empowering, 
gratifying, and surprisingly easy to do with The Economy of You. 


CHAPTER 


1 


Give Me a Reason 


WHEN | FIRST MET CHRIS FURIN, HE WAS BEHIND THE COUNTER 
OF HIS dad’s deli in Washington, D.C.’s, Georgetown neighborhood, 
asking me what I wanted for lunch. He had been working there for 
twenty-seven years, often seven days a week, and regular customers 
were used to seeing his friendly smile. 

Chris, who at forty-one looks like a more muscular version of actor 
Chris Klein, wasn’t just taking salad and sandwich orders. He was also 
slowly building a business of his own. As television shows like Cake Boss 
and Cupcake Wars took off, customers started calling and asking for 
personalized concoctions of their own. “Somebody wanted a cake in the 
shape of the United States. ‘It’s a pain in the butt,’ our chef said, and 
he’d just say no. I’d say, ‘Wait a minute. Our economy is headed down. 
How can I say no?’ So I would say yes. I got the chef to bake the sheet 
cake and then I would stay late and shape it at night, and charge more 
money for it,” says Chris. “I can make sandwiches for three hours and 
make $100 or a cake in forty-five minutes and make $300,” he says. 

He liked his new side-gig. “In the restaurant, I was waiting on people 
and taking orders, and there wasn’t so much baking or decorating. Pm a 
creative person; I enjoy doing that.” And he’s good at it. “I felt like I had 
some talent. I can draw,” says Chris. 

As property taxes and food prices rose and his dad struggled to keep 
the deli afloat, Chris knew he needed to prepare for the day when it 
would close. “Things were going down; bills were piling up. I went into 
emergency mode. I started wondering, ‘How am I going to survive if I 
lose my job?” That’s when he got serious about building what he would 
call Cakes by Chris Furin. 


Over the course of two years, Chris perfected his craft in the deli’s 
kitchen after it closed for the day, creating cakes in the shape of Darth 
Vader, Dr. Seuss, the White House, and a Mercedes Benz. “I wanted to 
take it up a notch, and I wanted to take my price point up a notch,” he 
says. Thanks to the deli’s proximity to the Four Seasons and other high- 
end hotels in Georgetown, he made cakes for big-name clients, including 
Joan Rivers and Whoopi Goldberg. He also reached out to managers of 
local restaurants and hotels, who could make lucrative referrals when 
clients needed big orders for events, including weddings. 

As the deli’s closing looked increasingly likely, Chris hired a freelance 
web designer to set up his website, and his wife, Dawn, who works in 
marketing, helped make the site easy to find through web searches. He 
created a limited liability company through legalzoom. com, ordered 
brochures and other marketing materials through vistaprint.com, and 
applied for a local catering license. With Dawn’s help, he was also able 
to capitalize on some of the local press coverage the deli got as it shut 
down, with some sources, including The Washington Post, announcing his 
new custom cake business. He made sure the deli’s now-defunct website 
pointed customers directly to his own. 

On July 31, 2011, when the deli officially shut its doors for good, 
Chris felt “scared, sad, and happy.” He was ready to leave a situation 
where he had started to feel trapped, but he wasn’t sure if he’d be able 
to replace his income with his cake business. When he said goodbye to 
the other employees that day, he left with a database of a couple 
hundred customers, a few leftover mixers and shelves, and the urgent 
desire to make his own company a success. 

When we spoke about his business by phone shortly after the deli 
closed, Chris invited me to see him at work as he prepared an order out 
of the kitchen of his home in Rockville, Maryland, just outside of 
Washington, D.C. His two small, white poodles greeted me at the door, 
and Chris welcomed me upstairs to his kitchen, where he and Manuel, a 
former deli employee who now works for Chris a few hours a week, 
were cleaning up after a morning of baking. “Doing it from home saves 
five to ten thousand dollars a month in rent,” says Chris, whose fingers 
were stained with red icing. “Plus,” he jokes, “my kitchen is a hundred 
times cleaner than that restaurant ever was.” His standard-sized oven 
isn’t large enough for big sheet cakes, so he bakes them in pieces and 
then glues them together with icing. Huge Tupperware containers of 
cake mix, flour, and sugar line the floor, and the sun streaming through 
the orange curtains on the windows highlights smudges left from earlier 
efforts on the black granite countertops. 

Order forms for the week’s cakes are lined up on a bulletin board, 
along with a photo of Joan Rivers showing off her orange and brown 


Hermés bag-shaped cake and a photo of a pink and white ballerina cake 
with a billowing dress made out of icing. “A customer wanted a cake for 
her daughter’s birthday, so I Googled and found this princess cake,” he 
says. 

That princess cake sits in the basement garage that he converted into 
an extension of his kitchen. A brown-haired Barbie wrapped in Saran 
wrap stuck out of the rolled fondant pink and white dress; the four-year- 
old recipient will get to keep the doll when she’s done eating the cake. 
Also in the fridge: a four-tiered white wedding cake, a red cake featuring 
the logo of a local company, stacks of Philadelphia cream cheese for 
icing—and Heineken, for when Chris’s day is over. Silver sheet trays 
from the deli, packets of nuts and sprinkles, and cake boxes are stacked 
around the room, which also houses Chris’s weights and motorcycle, as 
well as his biggest start-up expense, a $2,500 industrial-size refrigerator. 

The dining room next to the kitchen serves as his office, where his 
laptop, a file full of invoices, and brochures with the Cakes by Chris 
Furin logo monopolize the table. (His wife Dawn is fine with the fact 
that his business has taken over their home, Chris says, because she 
wants him to succeed, too. He also tidies up at the end of every day 
before she gets home from the office.) He’s sold about $1,800 worth of 
cakes this week, out of which he’ll pay between 10 and 15 percent in 
costs. Sales go up and down; last week he made a record $3,600, and 
sometimes he doesn’t earn half that. It doesn’t quite replace his old 
income from the deli, but it’s enough to sustain the business as he works 
on growing it and picking up more customers. “I would like to make 
$100,000 this year. We’ll see,” he says. He plans to expand from there. 
Possibilities include launching a mail-order cookie business, ramping up 
his referrals for bigger orders, and creating even higher-end cakes. 

His business not only saved him from financial catastrophe, but it also 
gave him freedom. No longer tethered to the hours of the deli, he’s in 
control of his schedule now. “I can take on business if I want it, but if I 
want to take a day off to ride my motorcycle, I can do that, too,” he 
says. 

“No matter what you do, you always need to have a backup plan,” 
says Chris, an avid reader of business books. He asks me what my own 
backup plan is, and seems glad when I tell him about my freelance 
work. “As a country, we’re not making anything. We just consume. We 
all need to pick up responsibility and do more,” he says. On this Friday 
afternoon, he loads a cake into his truck and gets ready to do just that. 


MOTIVATING FACTORS 


When I asked other side-hustlers why they got up at 5 a.m. to work on 
their blog before their office job started, or why they sacrificed so much 
of their personal lives in pursuit of their idea, they almost always had a 
specific story to tell. The Bureau of Labor Statistics reports that 
Americans who hold more than one job are motivated by the desire to 
earn more money and meet expenses or pay off debt, as well as the 
sheer enjoyment of their second job. But that only gives a glimpse of the 
story. The people I interviewed often pointed to big life changes, such as 
becoming a parent, or vulnerable moments, such as losing—or fearing 
losing—their main source of income, as the reason they first pursued 
their side-gig. 

For Joe Cain, a retired New York Police Department captain now 
living in suburban New York, it was parenthood. He started sidegig. 
com, a website where retired cops and firefighters advertise their 
services for everything from legal expertise to handyman work, after 
noticing that many of his fellow officers supplemented their income 
with side-jobs. He also knew that some people, including other cops, 
would prefer to do business with badge-carrying officers. As Joe puts it, 
“Cops only trust other cops.” 

His website, which he’s been running since 2000, now features posts 
from thousands of people all across the country. “Cops and firefighters 
have always had side-gigs,” Joe explains, largely because the jobs come 
with relatively modest salaries and their skills are easily transferable to 
work in security or contracting. The older generation of policemen, he 
says, have traditionally used side-gigs to set themselves up for 
retirement, or to supplement their income while raising families. Today, 
Joe, forty-eight, finds even more cops and firefighters searching for side- 
gig work, to help protect themselves from the financial fallout of 
potential layoffs. “In New Jersey, they’re laying off cops like crazy. The 
public sector does not have the security that it used to,” he says. 

As a result, Joe says, “Everybody’s hustling, trying to make a buck. 
The old way was to get a job at Con Ed and you’re set for life. That 
mentality is pretty much gone. People are more self-reliant. You have to 
be.” 

For Joe, though, the decision to launch his own side-business wasn’t 
about money—at least, not at first. In 1987, when he was working as a 
foot cop in the Bronx, he started investing in mutual funds, which 
promptly lost almost all their value. He decided to teach himself about 
investing so that would never happen again; he signed up for tax and 
finance classes. Eventually, he became a certified tax specialist and 
began helping some of his coworkers with their taxes. He enjoyed the 
work, but as he rose through the ranks of the police department, the 
time he could spend on it was limited. 


As captain, he was always on duty, and his home phone rang even 
when he was “off.” There was endless paperwork and management 
demands. Then, his son was born on September 11, 2001, joining his 
then-two-year-old daughter. The long hours combined with the 
emotional upheaval of September 11 made his decision easy: “I said, ‘I 
could be chief or I could be Daddy.’” He chose the latter. 

Within three years, he retired, with ambitions to ramp up his side-gig 
so it could fully support his family. “I saved some money and spoke to 
my wife. We said, ‘It could be tight for a little while, but let’s try it.” His 
pension from his service helped. 

Now, with his son and daughter on the cusp of their teenage years, 
his business, Finest Financial Group, is booming with over 1,000 clients. 
It easily replaces his old income as a captain, and he says his hours are 
infinitely better. In the summer and other off-season times, he works 
about three and a half days a week. (During tax season, he puts in 
between sixty and seventy hours a week for about ten weeks.) His office 
is a mile away from his house, and Joe says he’s never missed a concert, 
Little League game, or school event. “We’re the helicopter parents,” he 
jokes—and he wouldn’t want it any other way. 

Tara Gentile’s story also starts with family. In 2008, she was working 
at Borders, earning $28,000 a year and working long hours. She had a 
six-month-old daughter at home, and was desperate to spend more time 
with her. She started looking into potential career alternatives, and 
settled on ramping up her online presence and starting a coaching 
business, focused on creative entrepreneurs. She launched her website in 
January 2009, and built it up while holding onto her day job, which she 
eventually left. Within two years, Tara, who lives in Redding, 
Pennsylvania, was bringing home an annual salary of $150,000. 

I managed to catch Tara, who’s in her late twenties, on the phone 
while she was attending BlogHer 2011, a conference that attracts both 
successful and aspiring female bloggers. I wanted to understand how she 
went from holding a dead-end retail job to becoming one of the most 
popular and high-earning leaders in the growing field of creative 
entrepreneurs. 

“Business is a constant evolution of understanding what I do well, 
what I really like to do, and what people need from me,” she says. “My 
main business is offering small business philosophy, inspiration, and 
advice, through services as a solo business coach and all sorts of 
informational products, like e-books on blogging and the art of earning,” 
she explains. Her e-books, in fact, make up about 60 percent of her 
income, with coaching filling in the remaining 40 percent. 

Her own motivation has changed, too. While she started out with the 
goal of spending more time with her daughter and replacing her old 


income, she has since decided that it’s better for her family to focus on 
building her income while her husband stays home with their daughter. 
She also gets deep fulfillment knowing that she’s doing work that 
matters to other people. 

That’s why she’s content now to be traveling so much to speak at 
events like BlogHer, even though it means being away from her family. 
As she tells potential clients on her website, “It’s not enough to simply 
create a product, dream up a service, or make an offer. Your work must 
be aligned with your very core to realize its financial potential. As I 
continue to align my work with my core spirit, I continue to grow my 
business, becoming free and financially independent.” Her “core spirit,” 
or true passion, is helping other entrepreneurs make their businesses 
successful. It wasn’t working the floor of a bookstore chain. 


CAREER INSURANCE 


Chicagoan Nicole Crimaldi Emerick started Ms. Career Girl 
(mscareergirl.com), an advice blog for young college grads like herself, 
as a creative outlet. She squeezed in time for blogging by waking up at 5 
a.m. before her office job at an Internet start-up. She wrote about what 
she and her friends were experiencing in the job market: uncertainty, 
the importance of connections, and the rising power of social media. To 
her, career insurance means having a solid list of contacts you can call 
on in the event of a layoff as well as multiple revenue streams. “You 
never know what’s going to happen as far as employment goes. So you 
have to have a little side thing so you have more control,” she says. 

“In the beginning, I posted every day for the first year,” says Nicole, 
who holds a finance degree from Miami University. At first, she earned 
no money, but then, as her audience grew, she began receiving paid 
speaking engagement requests and also posted online advertisements to 
bring in extra revenue. She soon added workshops, consulting work for 
local career centers, and networking event planning to her repertoire. 

Then, two and a half years after starting her site, she suddenly got 
laid off. “The minute I got laid off, my first thought was, ‘Awesome, now 
I get to work for myself.’ It’s been hard over the last couple years not to 
let it interfere with my day job. I love writing and Tweeting,” she says. 
From that moment on, she committed to earning a steady income from 
what had previously been more of a hobby. 

Shortly after her layoff, she hosted one of her biggest networking 
events yet, dubbed Ms. Career Girl Connect, in Chicago. Over eighty 
young women paid $15 each to listen to a panel of five women, 


including small business owners and the social media manager at 
Career-Builder.com, talk about getting ahead today. Door prizes 
included free life coaching sessions and spa certificates, and stylists with 
trunk shows were on hand to provide fashion advice. “I wanted to cut 
the awkwardness of networking,” she says, and she thinks shopping 
helps women do just that. She plans to grow event revenue through 
sponsorships and focus on different themes such as personal finance or 
home ownership at future panels. She’s looking into licensing out her 
career event concept to other cities. 

Without the layoff, Nicole says, she wouldn’t have time to develop 
relationships with clients, market her business, or build her brand. “It’s 
been such a blessing. I used to joke, ‘It’s going to take me getting fired 
or laid off to do this full time.’ But since I was a little girl, I wanted to 
work for myself.” 

At the rate her business is growing, Nicole says, she expects to 
surpass her old income in a matter of months. Plus, like Tara Gentile, 
she finds the work more fulfilling than she ever found her former day 
job. “My business is now all about helping women. It’s cool to get paid 
for that.” 

For television journalist and entrepreneur Tory Johnson, the path to 
job-juggling also started with a layoff. At twenty, she landed the 
position of her dreams working as a network television publicist for 
NBC. Then, she was suddenly laid off. She moved to Nickelodeon and 
then to a magazine, but she couldn’t shake her own uneasiness about 
depending on a single paycheck. “I had a permanent scar from the pink 
slip,” she says. So she decided to launch her own company, Women for 
Hire, an online recruiting and career fair source for women. With two 
babies at home, she invested $5,000 of her own money and started 
planning her first career fair at the Manhattan Center. “To me, the 
riskier assumption was that you could just do a good job and expect a 
paycheck,” she says. “There’s nothing like the need to make money to 
cause you to hustle.” 

Today, Tory also works as a contributor to ABC’s Good Morning 
America and has launched a second enterprise, Spark and Hustle, which 
organizes conferences for aspiring female entrepreneurs. She attributes 
the popularity of those conferences, which fill up quickly, to the 
economy. “It’s, ‘I lost my job and I can’t find another.’ Or, ‘I’m worried 
about losing my job.’ Or, Tm miserable at my job because half the 
department was downsized and it’s a miserable environment.’ Or, ‘While 
I’m thrilled to have a paycheck, I don’t know how much longer this 
scene can go on and I want to plan for something more sustainable and 
fulfilling, while providing the same financial security.’ Or, ‘I’ve been a 
stay-at-home mom, and my husband lost his job and I need to ramp up 


my contributions to the family’s finances.” 
One of the tips Tory passes on to attendees is the importance of 
knowing why you want to be an entrepreneur. 


You have to be very clear on your motivation. People say, “To 
make money, or to have more control.” .. . I say, “Let’s go deeper. 
Why do you want this money?” For me, it was to protect and 
insulate my family from ever having to experience the sheer pain 
that I did from a pink slip. For others, it might be to pay for 
medical treatment for a family member, or to take pressure off 
their husband, who’s been supporting the family . . . It’s important 
because the going will get tough, and there will be times when 
you say, “Wouldn’t it be easier to do anything else?” But when 
yow’re so clear on that why and what you're fighting for, then that 
motivating factor is still going to be there. 


That, in fact, pretty much sums up the newest research on the best 
way to go about achieving your goals. Focusing too much on just how 
we're going to lose weight or make our new business a success can end 
up holding us back, because we get frustrated when unexpected 
obstacles mess with those plans. But focusing instead on the big-picture 
reason for those goals—the specifics behind financial security or a better 
family life—actually improves our chances of making them happen. 
That’s what Julia Belyavsky Bayuk, a goal expert and business professor 
at the University of Delaware, and her colleagues found when they 
tempted a group of college students with candy for seventy-five cents 
each after telling half of them to form a savings plan. 

The group most likely to blow their budgets on candy were the ones 
who developed savings plans—not exactly what you’d expect. And 
students who were primed to think more abstractly, through questions 
on why they want to save money, were the ones who were most likely 
to decline the candy and pocket the money instead. Bayuk attributes her 
findings to the fact that thinking abstractly about our motivations can 
help us keep an open mind, allowing us to take advantage of 
opportunities that pop up that weren’t in the original plan and deal with 
unexpected challenges. After all, in real life, specific plans get sabotaged 
all the time. A client doesn’t pay his bill. A new product launch flops. 
The Internet connection fails when you planned to send emails. If we 
stay focused on the bigger goal and regroup, then those obstacles don’t 
have to throw us entirely off course. 

The lesson, Bayuk explains, is that we can increase our chances of 
success if we focus on the “why” behind our goals along with the “how.” 
She adds that it’s important to remind yourself, “What is my goal?” 


For many of us, the goal isn’t to eventually work entirely for 
ourselves, the way Nicole Crimaldi and Tory Johnson did when they got 
laid off, or like Tara Gentile and Joe Cain did when their side-businesses 
took off. Our goal is more subtle but equally ambitious: to develop a 
solid secondary source of income, beyond our main paychecks, so we 
have some measure of financial security that doesn’t depend on the 
whims of our primary employers. The more specific financial 
motivations often differ by age: Twenty-somethings who find themselves 
underpaid, unemployed, or underemployed tend to want a side-gig that 
allows them to take full advantage of their education and potential. 
Thirty- and forty-somethings facing stagnant wages want to give their 
incomes a boost, especially as their household and family 
responsibilities grow. Forty- and fifty-somethings who’ve seen their own 
incomes and assets fall over the last decade want to rebuild their 
finances before retirement, and sixty-somethings and beyond are 
frequently focused on funding their golden years amid rising costs. 

Across all age groups, secondary income streams from side-gigs can 
fill the gap between primary incomes and expenses, and make up for the 
lack of raises or pay cuts. If we do lose our jobs, they can keep us afloat 
as we search for new ones, as well as allow us to maintain a professional 
identity, build new skills, and make new contacts. 


TOP TAKEAWAYS 


% Successful side-giggers can often point to a specific reason or 
motivating factor that drove them to first build their outside 


pursuit. 


ka Big life changes, such as parenthood or a layoff, frequently 
inspire a commitment to greater financial security. 


X% Some successful cide piegers api to leave their full-time jobs 
when their side-gigs take off; others prefer to balance full-time 


employment with their side-gigs. 
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and stress, and deal with conflict. By understanding which “people 
style” you’re dealing with, you can establish rapport with someone more 
easily, become more persuasive, and avoid miscommunication and the 
possibility of rubbing someone the wrong way. 
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